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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
Pro gradu – tutkielmassa tarkastellaan vaatetusta Margaret Mitchellin romaanissa Gone with the Wind (1939). Tutkielmassani 
käsittelen niitä eri merkityksiä, joita vaatteet romaanissa välittävät. Tutkielmassani käsittelen sitä, millä tavoin vaatteet ja vaatetus 
tuovat esille romaanin eri teemoihin, kuten puutteeseen ja menetykseen sekä sosiaalisiin muutoksiin liittyviä seikkoja. 
 
Tutkielman teoreettinen tausta perustuu sosiologisiin teorioihin sekä semiotiikkaan. Sosiologisista teorioista esimerkiksi Erving 
Goffmanin teoriat kanssakäymisestä sekä Malcolm Barnardin teoria vaatteiden eri (käyttö)tarkoituksista luovat pohjaa vaatteiden 
tutkimukselle Gone with the Wind –romaanissa. Semiotiikan osalta Roland Barthesin teoria muodista kirjoituksen muotona sekä 
semioottisesta merkitysjärjestelmästä tarjoaa mahdollisuuden tutkia erilaisia merkityskokonaisuuksia, joita vaatteet romaanissa 
muodostavat. Vaatteiden ja vaatetuksen tutkimuksessa kirjallisuuden tutkimuksessa sekä sosiologiset teoriat että semiotiikka ovat 
teorioita, joitten avulla vaatteita ja niiden roolia kirjallisuudessa on kyetty tutkimaan menestyksekkäästi. 
 
Analyysissa tarkastelen niitä tapoja, joilla vaatteet toimivat henkilöhahmojen identiteetin muodostumisessa sekä muita tapoja, joilla 
vaatteet ja vaatetus välittävät merkityksiä Mitchellin romaanissa. Tutkimuksessa osoitan, että vaatteet heijastavat muutoksia niin 
henkilöhahmojen sosiaalisissa statuksissa kuin heidän välisissä suhteissaan. Vaatteiden monimerkityksellisyydestä johtuen on 
mahdollista tutkia samanaikaisesti sekä henkilöhahmoja että näiden näkemyksiä ympäröivästä yhteiskunnasta. Vaatteiden 
tutkimuksen kautta havaitut konfliktit osoittavat hierarkioita ja normeja, jotka ympäröivät henkilöhahmoja. Lisäksi vaatteiden 
tutkimus paljastaa henkilöhahmojen ajatukset näitä ympäröiviä hierarkioita ja normeja kohtaan. Kokonaisuudessaan vaatteiden ja 
vaatetuksen tutkiminen Gone with the Wind –romaanissa tarjoaa vaatteiden monimerkityksellisyyden ansiosta uniikin 
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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
The aim of my thesis is to discuss and analyse the ways clothing functions in Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind. The novel is 
set in the Civil War and can be related to the Great Depression as the novel was published during the Great Depression, and both 
carry similar themes of want, loss and social change. These are the themes for the analysis of clothing as well, as I argue that these 
themes become visible in the novel through the analysis of clothing and its different functions in the novel.   
 
The chosen methods of my study are based on sociology and semiotics and they are used in the analysis of the different functions 
of clothing and the deceptiveness of clothing in the novel. The semiotic analysis follows the ideas of Roland Barthes in his study 
of written clothing. His semiotic sign system makes possible the study of the paradigms clothing creates in the novel, especially in 
relation to the deceptiveness of clothing. Character construction in the novel and the study of the different functions of clothing 
are analysed through sociological theories of Erving Goffman and Malcolm Barnard. Goffman’s views on the presentations of self 
and Barnard’s study of the functions of clothing create the basis for the sociological analysis of clothing in the novel. An over-view 
on literary studies of clothing shows that these methods have been successfully used in the study of clothing in literature. 
 
In the analysis, I discuss the way clothing functions in the processes of character construction, as well as the other functions 
clothing has in the novel. My findings show that clothing reflects the social changes in the novel and in the characters’ social 
statuses, as well as their relationships between each other in a way that cannot be found elsewhere in the novel. The ambiguity of 
clothing makes the analysis of the characters’ views on their society as well as their personal character at the same time possible. 
The conflicts of ideas revealed through the analysis of clothing in Gone with the Wind show the hierarchies and norms of the society 
in the novel, as well as the characters’ ideas of these. In sum, the analysis of the meanings that clothing carries in Gone with the Wind 
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1.1 Aims of the Study 
 
The topic of this thesis is clothing in Margaret Mitchell’s novel Gone with the Wind. 
Mitchell’s Pulitzer Prize winning novel became a bestseller instantly after its publication in 
1936 and has remained popular ever since. Written during the Great Depression, the novel 
is set around the American Civil War and describes the time before, during, and after the 
war from a Southern perspective through the eyes of its protagonist Scarlett O’Hara. Gone 
with the Wind has been seen as a reflection of its turbulent era, which could be one of the 
reasons it became so popular, as Gordon Hutner suggests in What America Read: Taste, 
Class and the Novel, 1920 – 1960: “Historical romances, like […] Gone with the Wind – 
reflect fears at their very core […]” (125). He also quotes Henry Canby, who argues that: 
“Miss [Margaret] Mitchell’s book … responds to the fear in every sensitive heart for the 
future of another culture also threatened by reconstruction” (qtd. in Hutner 125). These 
fears, changes generated by the instability of the Depression, are present in the novel on 
many levels, which made it relatable to readers during the depression. 
One of the main tools used in the novel to address these changes, fears and instability 
caused by the Civil War, and consequently by the Great Depression, is clothing. The aim 
of this study is to explore the way clothing functions in the novel on different levels. The 
methods chosen for this analysis are semiotics and sociological studies of clothing, which 
have been used frequently when analyzing clothing in literature. I will argue that clothing 
in Gone with the Wind has, first of all, psychological and sociological functions, second, 
clothing can be seen as an important part of the identity construction of characters, and 




the literary functions of clothing in the novel support these functions. In other words, I 
will show that an analysis of clothing in Gone with the Wind reveals social structures and 
structures of ideologies in the novel that are not visible through other aspects in the novel. 
In this thesis the structure will be as follows: first, I will discuss the context of the novel, 
second, I will lay out the theoretical framework of the paper, and third, I will present a 




Gone with the Wind was published in 1936, which places it in the period known as the 
Great Depression. As the novel itself is situated around the Civil War and written from the 
Southern perspective, it is easy to see how these two historical periods of time might have 
similarities. According to Himmelberg’s Great Depression and the New Deal, “The 
depression brought great hardship and suffering to millions of Americans. It also created a 
political and social atmosphere fertile for major changes across the entire range of 
economic, political, and social institutions and policies” (3). The same changes are 
described in the novel, as the South has lost the war and the old southern elite have been 
forced to adapt to the life after war. 
One of the changes can be seen in the new roles of women. Before the war, the novel 
suggests, the main role of a Southern upper class woman was that of a wife and a mother. 
During the war this changes as they are forced to work in the hospitals as nurses and so on. 
After the war, they must continue working in order to restore some of their lost fortunes, or 
to simply survive, as the men are often unable to find work. This was also the case at the 
time of the publication of Gone with the Wind, when “The number of married women 




husbands could not. Despite this growing role of women in the workplace, the New Deal 
did little or nothing to change their subordinate status” (Himmelberg 70). During the 
Depression, as Himmelberg suggests, “Most of the women who were recognized as leaders 
and exemplary by society had gained their status through their work and accomplishment 
in the field of social welfare and reform” (70). This is not too different from the situation in 
the novel. 
In addition to changes in gender roles, there were some changes in the roles of 
African Americans as well. The war obviously freed them from slavery in the South, where 
they were formerly seen as property, which is also described in the novel. However, the 
changes were not extreme for them and discrimination, racism and lynching were common. 
The situation did not change significantly during the Depression either: “the New Deal had 
left the social and legal policies that enforced racial discrimination largely intact” 
(Himmelberg 72). Also lynching became more common again: “During the 1920’s the 
incidence of lynching had dropped to historic lows, but the depression apparently 
generated tensions that lead to a revival” (Himmelberg 72), and despite the efforts of 
many, such as Eleanor Roosevelt, an anti-lynching bill did not pass (Himmelberg 72).  
This has been noticed by critics as well. For instance, Erin Sheley argues in her 
article “Gone with the Wind and the Trauma of Lost Sovereignty” that:  
Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind demonstrates how individual losses of 
sovereignty by landowners in the American South during Reconstruction come 
to constitute a shared trauma of usurped sovereignty that remained legible in 
the collective memory of the Depression Era South and explore the 
ramifications of those re-engaged losses in the form of extralegal violence 




Sheley connects the loss of property, land, and slaves as they were freed in the South 
during the Civil War with the loss of homes during the Depression and relates that to the 
“threat to white feminine virtue (which, as we have already seen, is in and of itself linked 
to the loss of physical land)” (10). The feeling of loss of masculinity generated by the loss 
of property, political power and employment would be directed at something concrete, in 
this case African Americans. In relation to African American characters in the novel, 
Mitchell’s text has been criticized of being racist and pro-lynching. For instance Drew 
Gilpin Faust describes Mitchell’s text in her essay “Clutching the Chains that Bind 
Margaret Mitchell and Gone with the Wind” in Southern Cultures:  
Unable herself to understand the cruelties of white racism, Mitchell is 
incapable of translating any such insight into her fiction or her portrayal of 
Scarlett O’Hara. Thus, for all her ability to see through and to challenge certain 
basic assumptions of southern life, Scarlett, like Mitchell, remains blind to the 
most fundamental reality of all; that southern civilization rested on the 
oppression of four million African Americans whose labor made southern 
wealth, gentility, and even ladyhood possible […] Black characters remain 
little more than caricatures in Mitchell’s hands. (13) 
Further, in her essay “Race and the Cloud of Unknowing in  Gone with the Wind”, 
Patricia Yaeger describes Mitchell’s novel as “a book whose racial politics are absolutely 
abhorrent” (21). It is known that Mitchell had contradictory feelings on black-white 
relations (Sheley 15). According to Sheley, “Scarlett’s relationship with the Ku Klux Klan 
is deeply conflicted” (15). Sheley argues that “It seems unlikely that Mitchell deliberately 
intended to participate in this discourse; but, as it is with all individual accounts of trauma, 
the suppressed traumas below the surface narrative of Gone with the Wind nonetheless 




must be mentioned, in relation to clothing and the interests of this study, the representation 
of slaves’ and African American characters’ clothing in the novel is scarce. 
Culturally, the Great Depression, for the majority of Americans, did not affect the 
faith in “the country’s political and economic system or the dream of full participation in a 
consumerist society” (Himmelberg 73). Although, according to Himmelberg “many left-
wing novels of the period […] criticizing middle-class social and economic values as 
hypocritical and destructive […] were well received and widely read by educated 
Americans”, all intellectuals did not move to the left, and “Affirmation of traditional 
American values also appears strongly in the other artistic forms during the 1930’s” 
(Himmelberg 75). As Himmelberg suggests: 
Many popular vehicles […] reflected these reassuring themes that implied faith 
that the American people could surmount their problems through democracy 
and by loyalty to the traditions of self-reliance and individualism that had 
nourished America since its founding. The enormously popular Gone with the 
Wind, on which the even more popular film was based, encoded this message 
to some extent. (75)  
          In this context clothing in Gone with the Wind is especially interesting to be 
scrutinized, since, as I will show, the themes of self-reliance, individualism and changes on 
so many levels are clearly visible in the way clothing functions in the novel.   
  
  
2 Theoretical Basis of the Thesis 
 
The topic of my thesis is clothing in Gone with the Wind. I will be looking into clothing in 
the novel and the way it is used to construct identity, its social meanings, and the use of 
clothing as literary symbol. The theoretical basis of my thesis can be found in cultural and 
sociological studies and in semiotics. Cultural and sociological studies have discussed 
clothing as a means to present the self, and in relation to semiotics clothing has been 
discussed as a language, that is, as a sort of language with a sign system. These aspects 
support each other, as we interpret clothing and its meanings, as Patrizia Calefato and Lisa 
Adams state in their work Clothed Body:  
Like language in this sense, dress functions as a kind of ‘syntax’, according to 
a set of more or less constant rules [...] These rules allow a garment […] to 
acquire meaning, whether that of a veritable social significance, codified in 
costume through time, or a pure and simple exhibition of interconnected signs 
on the body following associate criteria established by the fashion system. (5) 
Sociological studies and semiotics are also easily transferrable to literary studies, 
which is why they have been used in studies of clothing in texts. These methods are the 
ones chosen for this thesis and will be discussed in more detail below. First, the 
relationship between the body and clothing will be defined, as that is a necessary part of 
studying clothing because of the close relation between the two. Second, clothing in 
cultural and sociological studies, as well as the functions of clothing as they can be viewed 
as a part of the sociological ideas on clothing, will be discussed. I will also discuss Judith 
Butler’s performativity theory in relation to sociological studies. Third, I will discuss 





2.1 Clothing and the Body  
 
In relation to clothing it is necessary first to define the relationship between clothing and 
the body. In Adorned in Dreams: Fashion and Modernity Elizabeth Wilson describes the 
relationship between the body and clothing as follows: “A part of ... strangeness of dress is 
that it links the biological body to the social being, and public to private” (2). Further: “If 
the body itself with its open orifices is itself dangerously ambiguous, then dress, which is 
an extension of the body yet not quite part of it, not only links that body to the social 
world, but also more clearly separates the two. Dress is the frontier between the self and 
the not-self” (Wilson 3). The “strangeness” of clothing seems to be that it is both material 
and social. As a material substance it is cloth cut and sewn to fit the person wearing it and 
physically is positioned between the wearer and the world around, but it also functions as a 
social marker and carries multiple possible meanings projected on the clothing by the 
surrounding society.  
The ambiguity of the clothed body is also described by Warwick and Cavallaro in 
Fashioning the Frame: Boundaries, Dress and the Body as having both margins and 
boundaries:  
[...] whilst the boundary divides and frames, the margin blurs distinctions and 
frontiers. It is one of the paradoxes of dress to be both a margin and a boundary 
at the same time. As boundary it frames the body and separates it from the rest 
of the social world [...] As margin, on the other hand, dress connects the 
individual to other bodies, it links the biological entity to the social ensemble 
and the private to the public. (xvii)   
Separating the body and clothing seems to be highly complicated, as clothing is always on 




Dress “blurs distinctions and frontiers”, it both separates and connects. The private body 
becomes public as it is showcased in a dress and the biological body is thus connected to 
the social hierarchies and systems.  
Warwick and Cavallaro also discuss the duplicity of clothing on the body: “Dress as 
an image, or representation, operates as a screen on different levels. It is capable of acting 
as a sort of shield, a structure indicating and determining a division or separation, and, at 
the same time, as a surface on to which other images may be projected” (47; emphasis 
original). Although clothing can be seen as a separating element between the body, or the 
person, and the world around it, it can be seen, as Warwick and Cavallaro suggest, as a sort 
of blank space on which different kinds of meanings can be projected. Dress “whilst 
contributing substantially to the subject’s symbolic socialization, simultaneously 
problematizes the dividing structures on which such a process relies [...]” (Warwick and 
Cavallaro 57), which makes the complete separation of clothing and body quite difficult.  
The ambiguity of the relationship between the body and clothing is described further 
by Warwick and Cavallaro:  
[...] in the body/dress relationship, the ostensibly inanimate and hence 
powerless item of clothing is transformed into an agent by its ability to 
furnish the body with signifying powers that the unclothed subject would 
lack. Clothing’s ambiguity is encapsulated by its ability to operate as a 
framing device and a cohesive structure at one and the same time. (45)  
The “cohesive structure” of clothing described above is the interest of this study. 
Clothing’s ability to attain signifying powers that link the body to the social and the way 
clothing functions as a sort of bond between members of society in the novel offers 




The power aspect of clothing on body is also one of interest in this thesis. Adam 
Geczy describes clothing and power in Fashion and Orientalism: “With clothing, the fact 
that it is inhabited as well as seen means that the positioning of gaze, the locus of power, is 
potentially skewed” (3), The deceptiveness of clothing, or the “potentially skewed” locus 
of power, is one of the most interesting aspects of clothing in the novel. Because the 
boundaries between the body and clothing cannot be definitely defined or completely 
separated, studying clothing in the novel will occur in close relation to the body as well.  
The body itself, like clothing, is an ambiguous concept. For instance Michael 
Featherstone describes the body as having a “double character” and states that “we are a 
body and we have a body; we see and are seen; our body is the platform from which we 
see the world and also an object in that world which is seen by others” (233). In the same 
way clothing has been described above as both a screen on to which different meanings 
can be projected and a shield separating the body from the surrounding world, the duplicity 
of the body is visible in Featherstone’s argument.  
In further relation to the ambiguity of the body, Featherstone suggests that “it is 
insufficient to see the body as merely a surface to be inscribed, as a carrier of social signs. 
The body is clearly a potential, in process and movement, something which goes beyond 
itself. Yet it is also understood as an image – something that is a resemblance or likeness, a 
mirroring” (233-234). This image, according to Featherstone, is “more than a picture of 
how we look, a mental construction of our appearance. It is not a fixed projection – rather a 
variety of images that have accumulated from the past” (234). The body seems to be more 
of a construct itself instead of being merely a surface on which images can be constructed. 
It is not fixed so it is open to changes and different kinds of projections.  
In this thesis the focus will be on the clothed body, that is, clothing will be looked at 




clothing is used in a way to enhance the body and to create meanings on it, as the kind of 
screen Warwick and Cavallaro describe, and it is through the clothed body, that identity is 
constructed. Therefore all references to clothed body in the thesis refer to the set of 
symbolic and social meanings constructed on the body through clothing. 
 
2.2 Clothing in Cultural and Sociological Studies and Functions of Clothing 
 
In sociological studies clothing has been related to constructing social identity, both 
individual and group identity, and presenting the self. These are some of the roles of 
clothing in Gone with the Wind as well. The term ”performance” has been closely related 
to the act of using clothing as a way to construct identity in sociology. For instance Ervin 
Goffman has discussed the presenting of self in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life 
where he describes it as a “performance”, and further on notes that the “front” is “the 
expressive equipment of a standard kind intentionally or unwittingly employed by the 
individual during his performance” (32). Goffman also uses the term “personal front” to 
refer to “the items that we most intimately identify with the performer himself and that we 
naturally expect will follow the performer” (34), such as clothing.  
John Lofland discusses some aspects of Goffman’s ideas in his essay “Early 
Goffman: Style, Structure, Substance, Soul”. According to Lofland, Goffman uses two 
notions of the self, first the official self, by which is meant “selves as located and contained 
in the social situation. This official self is conceived as existing apart from persons. 
Persons only perform them or play them out” (39) as was also described above. Second, 
Lofland introduces Goffmans’s idea of the other self: “Underlying, or over against, this 




second conception is always spoken in contrast to the official self” (40). He suggests that 
the central problem that Goffman’s work is revolves around is that  
there is never much of a ‘fit’ between the official self offered in a situation and 
the person’s performing self […] When one watches the performance of any 
official self, he will see not only the performance of that official self, but the 
juggling of a whole range of selves within the context of officially activated 
self. (43-44)  
This conflict between the ‘official’ self and the ‘self as performer’ is exactly one of those 
conflicts analysed in this thesis. The conflict between the ‘official self’ performed via 
clothing and the ‘self as a performer’, the self behind the ‘front’ constructed by clothing, is 
one of the central interests in my analysis of clothing in Gone with the Wind in my thesis. 
According to Goffman, clothing is used to construct identity, to “perform” it by 
creating connotations and links to social stance via clothing. P.M. Strong describes the 
meaning of clothing in Goffman’s theories in ‘Minor Courtesies and Macro Structures’ as 
follows:  
[...] when we encounter others, we are forced to put on public dress. That dress 
is determined by many different factors – power, status, role, the situation, our 
fellow-participants and even (partly) personal choice. But whatever we end up 
wearing, and whether we like it or not, our public garments invest that 
encounter with its own form and meaning, creating for a moment a distinct and 
palpable little world. (233) 
This kind of a view on clothing is also visible in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Dress of 
Women: A Critical Introduction to the Symbolism and Sociology of Clothing, where she 
states: “Clothing is not only a social necessity; not only for the most part a physical 




closest relation to psychological expression” (25). Clothing is seen as expression, as a 
means of presenting the self: “In dress, as the most immediately attainable form of 
expression, the most universally visible, the most open to modification, we have always 
found a free field for emotional expression” (Gilman 30). The ability of clothing to be 
modified and clothing as a form of expression, which Gilman introduces in her text, link to 
the idea of clothing as ‘performance’ that Goffman describes above. The reason clothing 
can so effortlessly be “employed by the individual during his performance” of the self 
(Goffman 32) is that, as Gilman describes, clothing is so open to personal adjustments and 
can thus be seen as a form of expression.   
Another example of the way way clothing expresses social meanings is the way 
William Keenan describes clothing in Dressed to Impress: Looking the Part as “society’s 
way of showing where we belong in the order of things, our role and position in the social 
pageantry” (4). Clearly clothing is seen as having a social function and being able to 
convey social meanings and identity: “society ‘covers’ and leaves its impress upon our 
individual and corporal identities through dress signs and symbols” (Keenan 4). Keenan 
connects the clothed body to the society around it and relates the two with each other. 
Clothing is necessarily in a relationship with the society around it, as it is the screen (see 
above) on which social meanings can be projected on to. In analyzing clothing in literature 
ideas such as those presented by Gilman and Keenan can be used in analyzing the social 
aspects of clothing in texts, as well as the identity construction of the characters. 
In further relation to identity construction, Sophie Woodward describes women 
choosing clothing in Why Women Wear What They Wear: “the creation of identity involves 
considering the self in an external form. When getting dressed, women are considering 
their identity through the material form of clothing, to see whether individual items are 




dressing the face and body are also acts of self-construction [...] A crucial part of this 
performance of the self involves living up to the individual’s conception of him- or herself, 
an ‘idealised’ self one believes one can be” (88). In the manner as Goffman, Gilman and 
Keenan discussed above, Woodward suggests clothing can be seen as a tool for 
constructing self, or a performance of the self. In analysing clothing in Gone with the 
Wind, these ideas of clothing as a central part of performing the self are very applicable.  
The aspect of clothing as a tool for constructing identity and conveying messages has 
been discussed from other perspectives as well. Malcolm Barnard introduces a criticism of 
the deceptiveness of fashion and clothing in Fashion as Communication:  
The criticism that fashion and clothing are deceptive has two aspects. The first 
is that fashion and clothing are in the business of dressing something up as 
something else, that they take the body and disguise it or present it as 
something it is not. It is the claim that fashion and clothing impose meanings 
on a raw material that either does not originally have any meaning or which has 
a sort of natural meaning. The second is that fashion and clothing may be used 
to mislead, to make people respond in ways that they would not or should not. 
(19) 
This kind of deceptiveness can be linked to identity construction and also to the social 
relationships between characters and can be very useful in analysing the uses of clothing in 
literature and in this thesis. 
On the whole, the sociological point of view on clothing can be used in the analysis 
of clothing in Gone with the Wind, especially in analysing the way clothing works in 
character construction and in the social settings of the novel. Clothing as “performance” 
and as expression, as well as deception, are all aspects that can be found in Gone with the 




2.2.1 Butler’s Performativity Theory and Clothing  
 
In further relation to performing and presentation of self, an influential view belongs to 
Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble and her ideas on performativity. According to Butler, 
“performativity is not a singular act, but a repetition and ritual, which achieves its effects 
through its naturalization in the context of a body, understood, in part, as a culturally, 
sustained temporal duration” (xv). The difference between Goffman’s ideas presented 
above and Butler’s theory is that whereas Goffman describes the presentation of self as a 
performance and for instance clothing as a part of that performance and constructed 
“front”, Butler describes performativity as the naturalized, repeated act, for instance, of 
wearing certain kind of clothing.  
One of the main differences between Goffman’s and Butler’s views on clothing and 
their theories of the “performance” or “performativity” is also that whereas Goffman’s 
theory includes the idea of two selves, the ‘official self’ and the ‘self as performer’ (see 
above), Butler’s theory does not. In Butler’s view the self is one, there is no ‘inner’ self 
opposed to the ‘performance’, but the self is a naturalized concept constructed in the 
context of the body and, according to Butler, exists within a temporal duration (see above).   
According to Linda Zerilli’s essay ‘Feminists know not what they do’, “Butler’s 
central concern is not with knowledge claims but with relations of power and their 
naturalization in forms of identity” (33). Lisa Jane Disch discusses similar ideas in her 
essay ‘’French Theory’ goes to France’: “The concept ‘performativity’ gives Butler a way 
to think about how the juridical ‘persons’ of modern liberal democracies inhabit – take 
possession of and come to be possessed by – the bodies whose ‘work’ paradoxically both 
constitutes us as right-bearers and grounds our claim to rights” (60). Zerilli and Disch 




thesis. The way performativity is linked to power in relation to constructing identity and 
the “performance” and presentation of self that Goffman describes offer opportunities to 
analyze clothing in the novel. 
The power aspect of Butler’s theory can be looked at as a point of view for the 
analysis of the social relations between characters in Gone with the Wind portrayed 
through clothing. As Zerilli suggests, performativity is concerned with the processes where 
power relations are naturalized through the forms of identity, such as, in this thesis 
especially, choosing and wearing clothing. The effects clothing has on the identity of a 
character and other characters’ perception of that identity, the performative rituals and 
norms considering clothing being followed or broken in the novel, are one of the loci of 
power in the novel.   
Although, as Diana Coole suggests in her essay “Butler’s Phenomenological 
Existentialism”, “It is difficult to avoid impressions that what proliferates here are 
categories and that bodies lack the corporeality that might resist upon them, even if this is 
not Butler’s intention” (23), in relation to clothing and character construction in the novel 
Butler’s ideas help to trace those performative actions that are a part of the construction, 
for instance, of gender and class in the novel. One needs to keep in mind Zerilli’s view 
that:  
Terms of political discourse like women are not fixed by something that 
transcends their use in actual contexts, as the gender realists would have it, 
but neither are they intrinsically uncertain by virtue of the ever-present 
possibility of failure that supposedly inheres in language as the very 
condition of language itself […] (44) 
However, using Butler’s ideas of performativity together with Goffman’s theory of the 




We may well see the performative character of gender when we see drag, just 
as Butler holds. That, however, requires not – not in the first place – the 
critical use of the faculty of concepts that allows to doubt the existence of 
gender as ‘real’, but something else; the productive faculty of figuration or 
presentation, namely, imagination. (43; emphasis original)  
As Zerilli suggests, recognizing the performative requires something other than doubting 
gender, or any other concept, as ‘real’. For the analysis of clothing in literature, Zerilli’s 
idea of the imaginative recognition of the performative is very useful. 
It could be argued that Butler’s theory is Goffman’s ideas taken a step further. For 
my thesis both are useful. In relation to clothing, the act of wearing certain kind of 
clothing, the performativity of clothing, can be used in the analysis of character 
construction in the novel side by side with Goffman’s theory of the presentation of self and 
constructing “personal front”. As Karen Zivi states in her essay ‘Rights and the politics of 
performativity’, “Performativity, indeed language itself, always entails an access that holds 
out the promise of transformation” (166). This “promise of transformation” is visible in the 
clothing in the novel especially through Goffman’s and Butler’s views. In this thesis 
Goffman’s theories will be used more in the textual analysis and Butler’s theory will be 
related more to the cultural readings of the novel.  
 
2.2.2 Functions of Clothing 
 
The functions of clothing have been studied quite extensively, but a useful definition has 
been presented by Barnard. According to Barnard, “fashion and clothing […] have social 
and cultural functions” (66), and he introduces twelve different functions, both cultural and 




communication, individualistic expression, social worth or status, definition of social role, 
economic worth or status, political symbol, magico-religious condition, social rituals, and 
finally, recreation (47-67). Most of these are applicable to the analysis of Gone with the 
Wind, as almost all of these functions are present in the text, and they will be analyzed. 
As can be seen by the descriptions of the functions of clothing Barnard lists, most of 
them have a social aspect. These are the ones most useful for this thesis, but all of them 
have their place in the theoretical basis of studying clothing. First of all, protection has 
traditionally been seen as one of the major functions of clothing. Barnard introduces 
different ideas of the protective role of clothing, and mentions protection from the weather, 
but also protection from “psychological dangers” (49). Based on these ideas it could be 
argued that the characteristic aspect of clothing that separates the self from others and the 
not-self (see chapter 2.1), also applies to its protective nature. Clothing puts something 
between the body and the world, whether that is a protective layer of textile, or of ideas 
connected to the clothing being worn. 
Modesty and concealment, as well as immodesty and attraction, would seem to work 
together conceptually. Although they are the exact opposites of each other, modesty 
claiming that the reason for wearing clothes is to conceal the body, and immodesty 
claiming that the function of clothing is to accentuate the body, one probably does not exist 
without the other. According to Barnard, these two differ from each other in that 
“Arguments that stressed modesty as a function of fashion and clothing emphasized the 
humanity of the wearer; arguments that stress immodesty tend to emphasize the animality 
of the wearer” (54). Both functions offer an interesting starting point for analyzing 
clothing, and the conflict between the two is a conflict very much present in Gone with the 




As has been mentioned earlier, clothing has the ability to communicate things of its 
wearer, communication being one of the functions of clothing Barnard mentions. 
Individualistic expression is also another function, which according to Barnard offers 
individuals a possibility to “differentiate themselves as individuals and declare some form 
of uniqueness” (58). Further, this uniqueness can be achieved with clothes that are “rare, 
either because they are very old or very new” or because they are neither (58). These 
functions can be linked to the social aspects of clothing discussed earlier, which will help 
analyze the social functions of clothing in texts. 
Another social role Barnard mentions is to show social worth or status, for instance 
in the novel marital status and age are marked by clothing. The function of defining of 
social role, exemplified by Barnard with the differentiating clothing of nurses, doctors, 
patients and visitors is argued to “enable[s] social interaction to take place more smoothly 
than it otherwise might” (60). Further on, Barnard introduces the function of showing 
economic worth or status, which according to him differs from the two previous ones in 
that it is “concerned with position within an economy” (61). This can be linked with 
showing occupation through clothing and dress. All these social aspects of clothing can be 
found and analyzed in Gone with the Wind.  
Barnard also introduces the function of the political symbol. He differentiates 
between “Power” and “power”: “it is worth indicating that fashion and clothing are 
implicated in working of two different conceptions of kinds of power. […] The first 
[Power] refers to the power of the state, of government or party-political power; ‘power’ 
refers to the workings of power between people, on a much smaller scale” (63). Both 
functions are clearly present in the novel. The power relations between characters in their 




The function of the magico-religious condition that Barnard mentions is not as 
visible in the novel. The use of clothing to “indicate such things as belief and strength of 
belief” (64), as Barnard describes it, will not be discussed in detail in my thesis, however, 
this function may still be mentioned in relation to some aspects of clothing in Gone with 
the Wind. The function of social rituals, the way in which “while a ritual is taking place, 
those involved in it will wear something different from their usual attire” (65), is on the 
other hand more central to the analysis of the clothing in the novel.  
Finally, Barnard introduces the function of recreation: “In the same way that fashion 
and clothing were seen above to signal the beginning or end of ritual, they may also be 
seen to signal whether one is engaging in recreation” (65). This function, as well as many 
of the others can be linked to the other functions, such as showing social worth or status 
and social standing. On the whole all of these functions work very much together and form 
a sociological base for the study of clothing. They can be successfully used for analyzing 
clothing, and are fairly applicable for analyzing clothing in fiction as well.    
In sum, analysing clothing in Gone with the Wind through the functions of clothing 
Barnard introduces will offer an insight to the way the characters and the society are 
constructed in the novel. The different functions will reveal ideas that characters have 
about their role in their society and the hierarchies and norms that their society has.  
 
2.3 Clothing and Semiotics 
 
In order to better grasp sociological ideas of clothing as a “performance” and a means of 
constructing identity, as well as the functions clothing may take, it is useful to discuss 
clothing as a semiotic system where clothing can be seen as a system of signifiers, or 




define these terms in general and discuss the use of semiotics on other fields of academic 
study. In semiotics, according to Umberto Eco’s A Theory of Semiotics, there are two 
definitions of semiotics. The first is a Saussurean notion of “sign as a twofold entity 
(signifier and signified...)” (14), and the second a notion by Peirce, according to which “a 
sign can stand for something else for somebody only because this ‘standing-for’ relation is 
mediated by an interpretant” (15; emphasis original). Eco himself proposes to “define as a 
sign everything that, on the grounds of a previously established social convention, can be 
taken as something standing for something else” (16; emphasis original). In this thesis the 
definition and terminology of semiotics will be based on the Saussurean idea of signifier 
and signified, which are also the terms that will be used in discussing the semiotic aspects 
of clothing in Gone with the Wind.  
The field of semiotic studies is wide. It has been used in the studies of, for instance, 
linguistics, musical codes, visual communication, plot structure, mass communication and 
secret codes (Eco 9-14). In relation to clothing, Roland Barthes has discussed the semiotic 
elements of written clothing in his work The Fashion System, in which he analyzes written 
fashion in fashion magazines. As in any semiotic system, he has included the structures of 
the sign, the signifier and the signified. These, as Barthes defines them, will be used as the 
base for the semiotic analysis of clothing in the thesis.  
The structure of the signifier is described by Barthes as having “a syntactical 
character” and he argues that “it can and must be broken down into smaller units” (60). 
The combination of these smaller units Barthes calls a matrix. The signifieds respond to 
the whole matrices, not the smaller units, and are treated by Barthes as semiotic units. 
According to Barthes:  
In language certain units of the signified coincide perfectly with certain units of 




signified cannot be as determinant; in fact, combinations of matrices (and not 
one matrix alone) often include a single signified which cannot be 
terminologically decomposed (reduced to a single word): the unit of the 
signifier (the matrix V.S.O.) cannot designate the semantic unit with any 
certainty. In fact, in the Fashion system it is the unit of relation (i.e., of 
signification) which is constraining; a complete signified corresponds to a 
complete signifier [...]. (193)  
The structure of the sign, according to Barthes, “can include several fragments of signifiers 
(combinations of matrices and the matrix itself) and several fragments of signifieds 
(combinations of semantic units)” (213) and is “a complete syntagma, formed by a syntax 
of elements” (214). Therefore it is not possible to match particular signifiers with particular 
signifieds. In Gone with the Wind, for instance, the mourning clothing can be analysed 
through these terms, the black dresses and veils representing the signifier or the matrices of 
signifier, the signified being mourning, widow, death and so on, and the sign includes these 
fragments of the codes written in the clothing. Analyzing these kinds of signs becomes 
interesting as the sign systems of clothing change and are broken in the novel.  
Barthes also argues that fashion becomes “narrative” (277; emphasis original) and 
that it works on two levels: that of denotation and that of connotation. According to 
Barthes, “On the denoted level, language acts as both the producer and the guardian of 
meaning” (277). The connotative level, however, “on the one hand, involves a 
transformation of the sign into a reason but, on the other hand, opens the lower system to 
the ideology of the world” (Barthes 281). Barthes sums these levels as follows: “Denoting, 
Fashion participates directly in a system closed over its signifiers and which communicates 
with the world only by the intelligible which every sign system represents; connoting, 




the explicit nomenclature of worldly signifiers” (281; emphasis original). The differences 
between the closed and the open systems and analysing clothing through both will add 
another level to the semiotic analysis of clothing in the novel.   
Barthes’ ideas on clothing as a semiotic system also help in the analysis of the 
written clothing in Gone with the Wind as the meanings of specific pieces of clothing are 
analyzed. Barthes describes what he calls ‘variants of configuration’ in written clothing:   
In image-clothing, the configuration (form, fit, movement) absorbs nearly the 
entire being of the garment; in written clothing, its importance diminishes in 
favour of other values [...] In the order of forms, speech brings into existence 
values which images can account for only poorly: speech is much more adept 
than images at making ensembles and movements signify [...] In effect, 
language allows the source of meaning to be attached quite precisely to a small, 
finite element (represented by a single word), whose action is diffused through 
a complex structure. (119; emphasis original) 
The variants of configuration Barthes mentions are: variant of form, which “is one of the 
richest” (119) although the different possible “terms can enter into significant opposition to 
one another, and we should not expect a simple paradigm from this variant” (119); variant 
of fit, the function of which is “to make the degree to which a garment adheres to the body 
significant” (120); and variant of movement, which “is responsible for animating the 
generality of the garment” (122) and it is a “de facto value [...] its absence is not 
euphemistic, it cannot be noted; it is the various kinds of movement which are thrown into 





First, I will discuss the variant of form. By form Barthes means such shapes as: 
“straight, rounded, pointed, cubic, squared, spherical, tapered etc.” (119; emphasis 
original). According to Barthes, the form-paradigm:  
does have a certain rational structure; it is composed of a mother-opposition, 
which suggests a very old Heraclitean couple: the Straight  and the Curved; 
each one of these poles is transformed in its turn to subsequent terms, 
depending on the fact that two accessory criteria are made to intervene [...] We 
thus obtain [...] that each of its traits can be opposed by any other. (120; 
emphasis original) 
By this Barthes seems to mean that the variant of form exists as a group of different 
variants that each have their opposite. Acknowledging that we cannot expect the semiotic 
variant of form ever to be a simple paradigm but that it will always have a possible 
opposite, offers an interesting viewpoint for the analysis of character construction in Gone 
with the Wind via contrasting these variants of form in the clothing of the characters. 
The second variant I will discuss here is the variant of fit which in Barthes’ view 
“refers to the feeling of distance” which is “evaluated in relation to the body; here the body 
is the core and the variant expresses a more or less constraining pressure on it” (120-121). 
Barthes continues to discuss the qualities of this variant:  
The ultimate unity of the variant is, in short, to be found at the level of 
sensation: through formal, fit is a coenesthetic variant; it makes the transition 
between form and matter; its principle is the significant alternation between 
tight and loose, between choking and relaxed: hence, from the point of view of 
a psychology (or a psychoanalysis) of the garment, this variant would be one of 




The variant of fit will be used in the analysis of clothing in the novel in relation to the 
“feeling of distance” and the “psychological” point of view described above.  
The third and final variant of configuration to be discussed is the movement. 
According to Barthes, “this variant is not far removed from a certain rhetorical state: it 
owes a good deal to the very nature of written clothing” (122).  This is because “there is a 
carry-over from a real feature of a part of the piece to the overall look of the piece as a 
whole” (122). Barthes exemplifies this by explaining how a sweater with a high rising neck 
“is a piece with a high neck” and that “technically, it is the piece that gives its collar its 
rise; linguistically (i.e., metaphorically), it is the entire piece which, as it were, aspires 
upward” (122). The variant of movement will through its rhetorical quality help in the 
analysis of clothing in Gone with the Wind in relation to the political and social movements 
depicted in the novel.     
Barthes also introduces variants of substance, whose function “is to make certain 
states of the material signify: its weight, its suppleness, the relief of its surface, and its 
transparency” (123-124). Barthes argues that  
We could say that, except for transparency, these are tactile variants; in any 
case, it is better not to subject the feeling of a garment to one particular sense; 
[...] the garment participates to that order of sensations central to the human 
body, an order that we call coenesthesia: variants of substance (and therein lies 
their unity) are coenesthetic variants [...] (124)     
In relation to weight, Barthes argues that “it is also weight which best defines the material. 
[...] it is a garment’s weight which makes it a wing or a shroud, seduction or authority” 
(125-126). The suppleness of clothing is, according to Barthes: “a general quality which 
allows the garment to hold its shape more or less well. Suppleness implies a certain 




suppleness: “Like weight, suppleness is essentially a variant of matter, but as was the case 
with weight, there is a constant carry-over of the variation onto the whole piece. As is also 
true with weight, the opposition is, in principle, polar” (127). Another of the variants of 
substance, the variant of relief is described by Barthes as having “a very limited use, for it 
concerns only those accidents which can affect the surface of the support; it is truly a 
variant of matter” (127). Finally, there is the variant of transparence that “should, in 
principle, account for the degree of the garments visibility” (128). These variants offer a 
semiotic starting point for an analysis of specific pieces of clothing in Gone with the Wind.     
In sum, Barthes’ ideas of the semiotics of written clothing are effective tools for the 
analysis of clothing: they offer a language and a system to use in the analysis of specific 
pieces of clothing, as well as for linking these pieces to the wider social context in the 
novel. The different variants introduced are especially interesting in relation to the variants 
that can be found in some of the central pieces of clothing analysed in this study.  
 
2.4 Clothing in Literary Studies 
 
Looking even deeper into the symbolic aspects of clothing and moving towards literary 
studies, Cynthia Kuhn and Cindy Carlson argue in the ‘Introduction’ of Styling Text: Dress 
and Fashion in Literature that “Fashioning is a mindful effort to construct an identity, and 
the dressed body  engages with a network of cultural codes on performing a text, however 
indefinite” (3). Kuhn and Carlson mention sociological classics, such as Veblen, 
psychologists such as J.C. Flügel, Valerie Steele, Joan Riviére, and their theories of 
identity, fetish and gender, followed by gender study classics Marjorie Garber and Judith 




ideas behind the literary study of clothing (xiii-xv). They go on to describe some of the 
functions of clothing in literature: 
Color schemes, patterns, or emblems may seem easy to identify and interpret, 
but literary dress can be deceptively multifaceted. [...] Furthermore, aspects of 
the affiliations between the living body and its decorations can be represented 
in literature, but the written clothed body, as well as disembodied attire, may 
also function as a narrative element with multiple dimensions. Thus, while 
sartorial performativity is at issue, so is the employment of apparel or 
accessory as symbol, image, motif, or metaphor. (1-2; emphasis original)  
It is clear that clothing in literature has the capacity to achieve multiple meanings and 
function as a valuable literary tool.  
As a sign of this, the function of clothing in character construction has been analysed 
by literary critics. In her essay ‘”Do You Understand Muslins, Sir”: Fashioning Gender in 
Northanger Abbey’ Judith Wylie analyses the way gender is constructed via clothing in 
Jane Austen’s novel Northanger Abbey. She discusses the way clothing and character’s 
views on it help character construction in relation to a character called Mrs. Allen: “The 
pleasure incited by dress is symbolic of the emergence of selfhood and the necessary 
fantasy of the self as an unfragmented whole. Consequently, for Mrs. Allen clothes literally 
make the (wo)man” (133-134). She also adds an age reference: “Mrs. Allen’s means of 
actualizing her desire in fashion, an approved feminine concern, but only for a woman 
possessing the attributes of a proper spectacle for masculine eyes – the young, attractive 
and unmarried” (135). Clothing not only constructs gender in the novel, but age as well.  
What can be seen in Wylie’s essay is clothing’s capability to act as a symbol, 
creating images and meanings connected to the characters and their society. For instance, 




multiple meanings: first, it is recognized as “an appropriate feminine concern” which is 
then narrowed down for “the young, attractive and unmarried” (135). An interest in 
clothing in the novel comes age appropriated. This functions also as an ironic tool, as Mrs. 
Allen is not the “young, attractive and unmarried”, the “proper spectacle”, and the ideal 
woman. What this means in that clothing and ideas of clothing in Northanger Abbey 
reveals aspects of not only the character but also the society around her and that society’s 
ideas on for instance women and age. 
The capacity of clothing to create images is also discussed by Cindy Carlson in her 
essay “Chaucer’s Grisilde, Her Smock and the Fashioning of a Character”, where she 
describes a somewhat similar deceptiveness of clothing in Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales 
that we can also find in Gone with the Wind: 
The changes in society that blurs these legible distinctions does so by acquiring 
and wearing clothes that communicate something other than a reliable indicator 
of status. [...] Chaucer’s regular supply of fashion information indicates to his 
readers that more than one legible system of the bodies of the pilgrims maybe 
readable at once and those systems may communicate the same – or different – 
meanings to various audience members. [...] In the Clerk’s Tale, Grisilde’s 
dress, whether simple or lavish, states and questions her status as poor, as 
virtuous, as shamed, as aristocratic. (Carlson 35)  
Clothing in literature can mislead and be in conflict with the character’s actual status or 
self-image. It is deceptive and able to create multiple meanings. 
Kuhn and Carlson also argue that “Fashion both reflects and responds to society 
simultaneously; indeed, it conveys tensions particularly well” (9). For instance, they 
describe how Catherine Spooner finds in her essay ”’Spiritual Garments’: Fashioning the 




the authentic and the fraudulent” and how “Throughout the narrative, dress is ascribed 
symbolic and political importance, particularly as performative articulation of a liberated 
identity within Victorian culture” (9). Spooner describes Water’s writing on clothing: “In a 
world where self-expression is circumscribed [...] clothing provides a medium – and the 
choice of word here is significant – for women to articulate relationships with one another” 
(352). Further, Spooner describes the way clothing reveals tensions in Water’s text:  
The costumes and performances [...] introduce an inherent paradox between the 
spiritual and its material manifestation, that in Water’s historical rewriting, at 
one level admits of deception, fraud, while at another enables performative 
identities that exceed the restrictive spaces conventionally allotted women by 
the Victorian text. (352)  
Spooner’s findings in Waters’ text are another example of the possible outcomes of the 
analysis of clothing in texts. 
As the examples show, clothing in literature can be analysed from many perspectives 
and by methods chosen for this thesis as well. The symbolic uses of clothing in character 
construction described in Wylie’s essay, as well as the deceptiveness discussed by Carlson, 
showcase the kind of analysis that can be sustained using the methods chosen for this 
thesis. As Spooner argues, clothing can also reveal tensions in text through the paradoxes 
introduced between the spiritual and material. In sum, these examples of literary analysis 
of clothing in texts make use of the methods introduced in this theoretical chapter, i.e., the 
sociological as well as the semiotic tools. 
  
3 Being a Lady – Functions of Clothing and Clothing and Identity in 
Gone with the Wind 
 
The aim of this thesis is to study the multiple functions clothing has in Margaret Mitchell’s 
nove Gone with the Wind. Using the theoretical basis laid out in the sections above I am 
going to analyse the way clothing is used in the novel for different purposes, such as 
showing character development, describing social settings, and portraying of the 
relationships between different characters.  
I will begin the analysis by defining one of the main identity concepts clothing is 
concerned with in the novel: a lady. I will trace down the meanings clothing has in the 
social performance of being a lady in the text and define the norms ruling the way female 
characters in the novel perceive and perform the concept of a lady. Next, I will go through 
the different functions that clothing has in the novel and I will relate these functions to the 
social and performative aspects of clothing and also the concept of a lady. The different 
functions presented by Barnard will be related to each other as well as to the above-
mentioned issues character development, social settings, and relationships. 
After an analysis of these functions of clothing in Gone with the Wind, I will turn to 
the analysis of identity construction through clothing and the deceptive nature of clothing 
in the novel. These will be discussed in relation to the analyzed concepts and functions. I 
will argue that the deceptiveness of clothing in the novel is one of the main descriptive 
tools in the novel and that the paradoxes visible in the uses of clothing are also portrayals 
of the paradoxes in character development, social settings and the relationships between 
characters. 
By analysing the different uses of clothing in the novel thoroughly, I will argue that 




with the Wind. The semiotic and sociological analysis of clothing in the novel will reveal 
aspects of the characters, the social settings, and the relationships between all three that are 
not detectable in other aspects of the novel in the novel.  
 
3.1 Clothing and Being a Lady in Gone with the Wind  
 
One of the main concepts concerning women’s identity in Gone with the Wind is the 
concept of what it means to be a lady. As the most important character in relation to the 
concept in the novel is Scarlett, she is a good starting point for my analysis. The 
construction of her character through clothing starts in the very beginning of the novel as 
she is described sitting on the porch with two young men:  
[…] she made a pretty picture. Her new green flowered-muslin dress spread its 
twelve yards of billowing material over her hoops and exactly matched the flat-
heeled morocco slippers her father had recently brought her from Atlanta. The 
dress set off to perfection the seventeen-inch waist, the smallest in three 
counties, and the tightly fitting basque showed breasts well matured for her 
sixteen years. But for all the modesty of her spreading skirts, the demureness of 
hair netted smoothly in a chignon and the quietness of small white hands 
folded in her lap, her true self was poorly concealed. (5) 
On surface Scarlett is, in Goffman’s terms, “performing” the role of a sedate, young lady. 
Her “front” consists of a “new green flowered-muslin dress” of “twelve yards of billowing 
material” and slippers “her father had recently brought her from Atlanta” (5). This is an 
image of a character who can afford the “new” and the luxurious “billowing material”, a 




three counties” and the “modesty of her spreading skirts” construct the idea of Scarlett as a 
modest, somewhat tightly controlled character.  
This kind of surface, a “front”, is what Scarlett wants to put up. Her goal is to be seen 
as what in the novel is called a lady, and she uses clothing throughout the novel to achieve 
this goal. She repeatedly chooses clothing to create this image that she has learned from 
her mother and other women in her society, and it could be argued that her “performances” 
as a lady turn into the kind of performativity Butler describes. Scarlett’s deviations from 
the acceptable “performance” of a lady later in the novel further highlight the concept of 
being a lady, and its importance in the social constructs of the novel. In fact, Giselle 
Roberts states in Confederate Belle that Scarlett O’Hara  
possessed neither the piety nor gentility required of Southern ladies, and 
assumed the sacrificial air of the patriotic woman only to further her own 
personal ambitions. While this lavishly dressed, charismatic young “heroine” 
has become synonymous with the Southern belle, Scarlett O’Hara was actually 
the antithesis of the exalted feminine ideal. (1)          
What this means is that being a lady in Gone with the Wind consists of following different 
kinds of social norms and also of certain characteristic qualities, such as “piety” and 
“gentility” Roberts describes above. How these norms, characteristics and clothing 
function together, or conflict with each other, in the novel is one of the main interests of 
this thesis. 
Roberts discusses a relatable subject: Southern honor. She argues that “Honor, and 
the importance of protecting it, was bound up in the web of Southern social relations and, 
more specifically, in that “set of beliefs in which a person has exactly as much worth as 
others confer upon” them” (3). In relation to being a lady Roberts continues: “Ladies 




accomplishments, social ties, and roles as wife, mother, sister, daughter, and mistress 
affirmed their gentility and self-worth, which in turn affirmed the status of the family unit” 
(4). As Roberts claims and as can also be found in Gone with the Wind, being a lady 
consists of multiple things. For instance, Scarlett’s mother Ellen is described in the novel 
as having been “reared in the tradition of great ladies, which had taught her to carry her 
burden and still retain her charm” (60). Ellen is, effectively, the character on whom 
Scarlett builds her idea of a lady.  
Qualities that make Ellen a lady in the novel are more or less the same Roberts 
describes. Ellen “was a thrifty and a kind mistress, a good mother and a devoted wife” 
(GwtW 58). Further, it is mentioned that:  
Before marriage, young girls must be, above all other things, sweet, gentle, 
beautiful and ornamental, but, after marriage, they were expected to manage 
households […] and they were trained that in view. Ellen had been given this 
preparation for marriage which any well-brought-up young lady received […] 
She quickly brought order, dignity and grace into Gerald’s household […] (58).  
This shows that Ellen fulfils the roles of wife and mistress which Roberts claims above as 
some of the central features of being a lady.    
The concept of a lady can be seen as the ideal of a perfect woman in the novel, as it 
was at the time. Victoria Ott describes the ideal woman in Confederate Daughter through 
the writings of a young antebellum girl: 
In 1862, fourteen-year-old Janet Weaver of Warrenton, Virginia, penned a 
description of the qualities she believed characterized the ideal woman: “A 
perfect woman”, she wrote, “must be amiable, kind and affectionate” and must 
manifest “all the love of a mother” in raising her children. “When her husband 




with a troubled brow but tries to look cheerful and bright and make him feel 
that he is always welcome at home.” An ideal wife and mother also ran her 
household “like clock work” and kept peace among family members. (100)  
According to Ott, “Weaver’s composition illustrated her acceptance of antebellum gender 
norms” (100). As Roberts and Ott both describe, these norms and qualities construct the 
ideal Southern woman, a lady.  
   Some more qualities of a lady can be detected in relation to gender differences as 
well. An ironic passage in Gone with the Wind describes the “woman’s lot” in the world as 
follows: 
The man owned the property, and the woman managed it. The man took the 
credit for the management, and the woman praised his cleverness. The man 
roared like a bull when a splinter was in his finger, and the woman muffled the 
moans of child birth, lest she disturb him. Men were rough at speech and often 
drunk. Women ignored the lapses of speech and put the drunkards to bed 
without bitter words. Men were rude and outspoken; women were always kind, 
gracious and forgiving. (59-60)  
As can be seen, these aspects follow the lines Roberts presents as the qualities that make a 
lady.  
The gender aspect of being  a lady has also been discussed by Faust in Mothers of 
Invention: Women of the Slaveholding South in the American Civil War, where gender and 
whiteness are related to being a lady: “Lady, a term central to these women’s self-
conception, denoted both whiteness and privilege at the same time it specified gender; a 
lady’s elite status had been founded in the oppressions of slavery, her notions of genteel 
womanhood intimately bound up with the prism of class and race through which they were 




argues that before the Civil War, “Females of the Southern elite began to recognize that 
their notion of womanhood had presumed the existence of slaves to perform menial labor 
and white males to provide protection and support” (7). The norms and aspects of being a 
lady described above all seem to build up this ideal of the female gender.  
Another aspect of the social performance of a lady, according to Roberts, is 
marriage: “In the plantation culture of the antebellum South, these young ladies, or belles, 
had been trained to embody the finest aspects of Southern gentility, and to extend – or even 
enhance – family honor by marrying well” (5). Its importance is also recognized in Gone 
with the Wind, especially in relation to Scarlett and her upbringing. As Scarlett “found the 
road to ladyhood hard”, her mother came to the conclusion that “the first duty of a girl was 
to get married. […] To this end she and Mammy bent their efforts, and as Scarlett grew 
older she became an apt student in this subject […] Ellen […] and Mammy […] laboured 
to inculcate in her the qualities that would make her truly desirable as a wife” (60). The 
importance of becoming desirable as a wife is an important part of being a lady in the 
novel. As has been discussed above, one of the main features of being a lady is to attract a 
husband. Roberts argues that “While social mores prevented a young lady from initiating a 
conversation with a young man, her appearance helped her attract the attention of eligible 
suitors” (31). Clothing has a crucial role in the attraction of a husband, which is one of the 
main goals of a young lady.    
However, as Roberts mentioned above, Scarlett cannot really be seen as a true lady: 
“Between them [Ellen and Mammy], they taught her all that a gentlewoman should know, 
but she learned only the outward signs of gentility. The inner grace from which these signs 
should spring she never learned, nor did she see any reason for learning it. Appearances 
were enough […]” (Gone with the Wind, 61). An ironic remark is made by Scarlett, who 




demure, pliable and scatterbrained, if those were the qualities that attracted men” (61). 
Nevertheless, Scarlett sees the difference between herself and her mother: “Scarlett wanted 
very much to be like her mother. The only difficulty was that by being just and truthful and 
tender and unselfish, one missed most of the joys in life […]” (62). Scarlett’s desire to be 
seen as a lady, however, is clearly visible here. 
As the novel claims, Scarlett only knows the outward signs of being a lady. The way 
she sets out to be seen as one is clothing. As Roberts states, Scarlett has the “ability to 
assume the physical guise of an accomplished young lady” (1). Roberts describes the 
importance of clothing in the lives of the young confederate ladies: “her instruction on the 
finer points of fashion was given paramount importance. Clothing and appearance signified 
that a girl had become a young lady as hemlines were lowered and hair was raised. A 
fashionable yet elegant wardrobe also became a sign of gentility” (30). The importance of 
clothing seems to be a major concern for the southern lady as it is in Gone with the Wind 
for Scarlett, who aims for the “front” of a lady.  
In sum, clothing and being a lady in Mitchell’s novel are related. The semiotic signs 
and signifieds clothing carries in the novel highlight the qualities of the aspired social 
“performance” of a lady. The more specific ways in which clothing signifies, for instance, 
social status, modesty, age and other qualities that characters may or may wish to possess, 
will be discussed in more detail below as the functions of clothing in Gone with the Wind 
will be thoroughly analyzed.  
 
3.2 Functions of Clothing in Gone with the Wind 
 
In this section the functions of clothing in Gone with the Wind will be analysed. Both 




the same order as they were discussed in the theoretical section. The main goal of this 
section is to show that clothing in the novel actually has a variety of functions which are 





As Barnard suggests, clothing can be seen as protection from the elements of nature such 
as wind and rain, but also as psychological protection of the self from other people or the 
not-self (Barnard 49). In Gone with the Wind clothing has multiple functions of protection. 
First, clothing is of course simply used as protection from the elements. In the very 
beginning of the novel Scarlett is scolded by Mammy for sitting outside in the cold without 
her shawl: “An’ hyah you is widout yo’ shawl! An’ de night air fixin’ ter set in! Ah done 
tole you an’ tole you ‘bout gittin’ fever frum settin’ in de night air wid nuthin’ on yo’ 
shoulders” (25). Protection from the sun also seems to be very important in the novel: “that 
skin so prized by Southern women and so carefully guarded with bonnets, veils and 
mittens against hot Georgia suns” (5). The skin is “guarded against” the sun which 
highlights the protective nature of clothing. Being protected from the elements, the sun 
especially, could also be seen as another one of the social norms defining a lady in the 
novel, as white skin in contrast to a tanned one is “prized” and “guarded” by the Southern 
women of Scarlett’s social class.  
Protection from the elements can also be seen in the masculine clothing in the novel. 
During the war in the novel, the Southern troops suffer from a lack of clothing, and 
protection from the weather (261-262). The function of clothing is stressed by its lack, as 




clothes from Yankee uniforms and by taking shoes off of killed enemies. The stress 
becomes even stronger as Rhett describes his difficulties in the army: “when I think of 
joining the army in varnished boots and white linen suit […] those long cold miles in the 
snow after my boots wore out and I had no overcoat and nothing to eat […] I cannot 
understand why I did not desert” (558). In their different ways, the protection clothing 
offers for a young lady and the protection, or lack of protection, needed by men at war 
described by Ashley and Rhett, would seem to highlight the function of clothing as 
protection from the elements.  
As well as functioning as protection from the elements of nature, clothing works in 
the novel as protection from psychological dangers as well. According to J.C. Flügel’s The 
Psychology of Clothing, clothing can be used as “means of protection against moral 
danger” (74; emphasis original). According to Flügel, plain clothing may serve as 
protection against moral harms. In the novel this can be seen for instance in the difference 
between the clothing of so called respectable ladies and prostitutes, when Scarlett 
describes the clothing of Belle Watling when she first sees her: “Scarlett’s eye was caught 
by a figure on the side-walk in a brightly colored dress – too bright for street wear – 
covered by a Paisley shawl with fringes to the heels” (147). Scarlett considers Belle’s 
clothing “too bright for street wear” which may suggest that she considers the clothing 
inappropriate for herself or for any woman in her social class. Bright colors and 
extravagant clothing as “street wear” is in Scarlett’s mind related to morally questionable 
people. A lady is not supposed to wear such clothes, but her clothing should in a way 
reflect the moral conduct of a lady, so preventing any moral harm. The performativity of 





Flügel introduces another form of psychological protection that clothing can offer as 
he mentions that clothing can function as protection from “the general unfriendliness of 
the world as a whole” (77; emphasis original). According to Flügel, we “tend, as it were, 
to button up, to draw our garments closely round us” (77). This can be seen in Gone with 
the Wind  as well, as Scarlett after helping Melanie give birth sits out on the porch and 
loosens her buttons and lifts her skirt up to cool herself in the hot weather. Instinctively, 
however, upon hearing soldiers approaching, she covers herself:  
She sprawled against a pillar on the porch and with a shaking hand unbuttoned 
her basque half-way down her bosom […] she pulled her heavy skirts up to her 
thighs […] Scarlett heard the sound of faint voices from up the road, the 
tramping of many feet coming from the north. Soldiers! She sat up slowly, 
pulling down her skirts, although she knew no one could see her in the 
darkness. (362-363)  
Although the weather is very hot and her clothing thick and covering, and it is so dark no 
one is able to see her, Scarlett still feels the need to cover herself when she hears strange 
voices approaching. Clearly clothing functions here as protection from the “unfriendly 
world”, the soldiers who represent the war and a possible threat to Scarlett. Again, the 
covering and protecting function can be linked to the performativity of being a lady. In 
covering herself, Scarlett protects herself from the male gaze, as it would not be ladylike to 
be uncovered in the company of men. 
Taking Flügel’s idea further, it can be argued that the psychological protection of 
clothing may offer can be more than simply a covering. I would argue that in the instance 
of the green velvet dress Scarlett makes out of her mother’s old velvet curtains (531), it is 




dress gives Scarlett a sort of shield against the world, and third, the curtains are from Tara, 
which to Scarlett symbolizes home, the safest place she knows. According to Faust,  
[…] women of the slaveholding classes struggled to make do, often resorting to 
ingenious makeshifts like those of the fictional Scarlett O’Hara, who created a 
gown out of the living-room draperies. Not just curtains but household linens, 
tablecloths, and sheets, as well as worn out or discarded dresses, reappeared as 
underwear, petticoats, and even ball gowns. (222) 
Although Scarlett’s choice of material seems in relation to Faust somewhat ordinary and 
forced by the lack of other materials, it can be argued that the choice of Scarlett’s mother’s 
green velvet draperies from Tara carries protecting elements both materially and 
psychologically. 
First, the green velvet seems to have a soothing effect on Scarlett: “She closed the 
window and leaned her head against the velvet curtains and looked out across the bleak 
pasture toward the dark cedars of the burying-ground. The moss green velvet curtains felt 
prickly and soft beneath her cheek and she rubbed her face against them gratefully, like a 
cat” (531). In contrast to the velvet carpet that is “worn and scuffed and torn and spotted 
from the numberless men who had slept upon it” (530-531), the curtains are soft and 
undamaged. So just as cloth, the curtains are whole, soft and have not been marked by the 
war, which brings a sense of safety to them. In addition, the curtains are also a reminder of 
Scarlett’s mother Ellen, who has been very important to Scarlett throughout the novel, and 
whose presence used to bring Scarlett a sense of safety: “To her, Ellen represented the utter 
security that only Heaven or a mother can give” (62). After Ellen’s death there are not 
many things left that remind of her, the curtains being one of the last objects that can be 
connected to her, as they were chosen by her. Through the soft velvet Scarlett is in a way 




Second, the style of the dress is fashionable and the dress is “new” in comparison to 
the dresses of other society women in Atlanta, where Scarlett is to travel. The “newness” 
of the dress separates Scarlett from the other women, whose clothing is a constant 
reminder of the war, and it also removes Scarlett from her own miserable conditions:  
[...] she ran to Aunt Pitty’s room to preen herself in front of the long mirror. 
How pretty she looked! […] And the dress was incomparable, so rich and 
handsome looking and yet so dignified! […] It was so nice to know she looked 
pretty and provocative […] No one looking at her now, would suspect that 
poverty and want were standing at her shoulder. (552-553)  
In other words, the psychological protection offered by this particular dress reaches beyond 
the fact that it covers: it also carries meanings of safety through the soft green velvet cloth, 
the memory of Scarlett’s mother, and the “newness” of the dress in comparison to the 
after-war clothing of other women Scarlett knows.  
Third, the material of the dress comes from Tara, Scarlett’s home, which she thinks 
as the safest place of all, for instance, in the middle of war when she has to leave Atlanta: 
“’Just where are you going?’ She stood shaking, listening to his words, hardly hearing 
them. But at this question, she suddenly knew where she was going, knew that all this 
miserable day she had known where she was going. The only place. ‘I’m going home,’ she 
said. ‘Home? You mean to Tara?’ ‘Yes, yes! To Tara’” (371). By wearing the soft velvet 
cloth she can have her mother’s memory and also a piece of her home near to her, which 
brings a sense of safety to the dress. In so doing Scarlett has a part of Tara with her, to 
protect her from the anxieties and dangers she is faced with. In a way she can place herself 
home by wearing the dress with its many connotations to Tara and her mother.  
On the whole these elements together form a group of signifiers that can be read as 




Scarlett can find a soft, soothing cloth, her mother, and her home, all things that make her 
feel safer and more protected in a changed world. As Flügel suggests, in a scary situation, 
under the threat to her home, Scarlett wraps herself up in such clothing that she feels safe 
in in order to feel protected from the threats she is facing. 
The function of clothing as protection has, as I have shown, many different kinds of 
functions in the novel. Different physical and psychological functions form some of the 
social constructs in the novel, as can be seen in the instance of moral protection in relation 
to the proper street wear represented by the difference between Belle Watling and Scarlett, 
in the way Scarlett covers herself when she hears soldiers approaching, as well as character 
construction, as we get to see what Scarlett makes of the green velvet curtains of her 
mother, or the way Rhett describes the lack of clothing at war. 
 
3.2.2 Modesty, Concealment, Immodesty and Attraction 
 
Like immodesty and attraction, modesty and concealment are definitely main functions of 
clothing in the novel especially in relation to the clothing of women, but also to some 
extent in relation to the clothing of Rhett Butler. Modesty is one of the central features of 
what is considered a part of the “performance” of a lady and the rules concerning clothing 
seem to be quite strict: “Scarlett sat on a high rosewood ottoman, under the shade of a huge 
oak […] her flounces and ruffles billowing about her and two inches of green morocco 
slippers – all that a lady could show and still remain a lady – peeping from beneath them” 
(101). Barnard argues: “The argument for modesty revolves around the idea that certain 
body parts are indecent or shameful and should be covered that they cannot be seen” (51). 




could show”. Concealment and modesty are clearly related to the “front” of a lady, which 
seems to be a fairly important role that women try to fit into in the novel.  
Immodesty, on the other hand, would seem to inflict shame, exactly as Barnard 
describes, as we can see when Scarlett first meets Rhett: “her eyes fell on a stranger, 
standing alone in the hall, staring at her in a cool impertinent way that brought her up 
sharply with a mingled feeling of feminine pleasure that she had attracted a man and an 
embarrassed sensation that her dress was too low in the bosom” (97). Scarlett is of course 
aware of the fact that her dress is not concealing enough for a daytime barbeque (76) but 
she only feels the shame of being immodest when she sees herself through this stranger’s 
eyes. Scarlett feels the pleasure of being attractive, and as according to Barnard it “is the 
job of clothing to attract attention to the body” (53), her choice of clothing has been 
successful. There is, however, a conflict between the shame of the knowledge of not 
wearing sufficiently concealing clothing and the pleasure of knowing she is attractive. 
Scarlett’s deviation from the acceptable “front” of a lady highlights the importance of 
modest clothing in relation to the performativity of being one. 
Rhett Butler, on the other hand, manages to wear immodest clothing without feeling 
the shame. He seems to be always well dressed to the latest fashion, and modest is not a 
term that would easily suit his appearance:  
He was a dashing figure […] and wore clothes which were always the height of 
style and tailoring. The latter in itself was enough to attract attention on him, 
for the uniforms of the soldiers were dingy and worn now and the civilians, 
even when turned out in their best, showed skilful patching and darning. 
Scarlett thought she had never seen such elegant pants as he wore, fawn-
coloured, shepherd’s plaid, and checked. As for his waistcoats, they were 




rosebuds embroidered on it. And he wore these garments with a still more 
elegant air as though unaware of their glory. (222)  
In contrast to the soldiers and other civilians, Rhett’s clothing cannot be described as 
anything but immodest, almost frivolous. According to Barnard, immodest clothing could 
be seen as a remnant of the phenomenon where animals appear in “great finery” to “attract 
a mate” (54). He also argues that “men’s clothes display the man’s social status” (54). In 
this sense, Rhett’s clothing fulfils its purpose, although his social status may be described 
as conflicted. 
Modesty, concealment, immodesty and attraction are, as can be seen, important 
functions of clothing in the novel. In my view playing with the conflicts between modesty, 
concealment and attraction, for instance, is one of the most significant features in the 
novel. The use of clothing in the novel effectively highlights this. Also, it can be suggested 
that these features play a part in defining social status and especially of being seen as a 




In Gone with the Wind clothing communicates a variety of issues. Barnard suggests that 
“The unifying function of fashion serves to communicate membership of a cultural group 
both to those who are members of it and those who are not” (56). On the whole it can be 
argued, as Barnard does, that clothing is an important signifier of various social roles 
people acquire, and this is also visible in the novel. As he also claims, memberships of 
social and cultural groups can be quickly decoded in clothing, as it functions as the kind of 
semiotic system that was discussed in the theoretical section. The following discussion 




worth or status, definition of social role, economic worth or status, political symbol and so 
on.  
The first form of communication we can analyze in the novel is individualistic 
expression. Barnard argues that:  
Fashion and clothing are ways in which individuals can differentiate 
themselves as individuals and declare some form of uniqueness. Clothes that 
are rare, either because they are very old or very new, for example, may be 
used to create and express an individual’s uniqueness. [...] By combining 
different items and different types of items, individual and, indeed, unique 
dress may be effected. (58)  
In the novel this kind of uniqueness or attempts to reach it can be found in many situations. 
For instance, as Scarlett is choosing a dress for the barbeque, she describes the dresses and 
the reasons for her rejection of them:  
The black bombazine, with its puffed sleeves and princess lace collar, set off 
her white skin superbly, but it did make her look a trifle elderly. [...] It would 
never do to appear sedate and elderly [...] The lavender-barred muslin was 
beautiful with those wide insets of lace and net about the hem, but it had never 
suited her type. It would suit Carreen’s delicate wishy-washy expression 
perfectly, but Scarlett felt it made her look like a schoolgirl. [...] The green 
plaid taffeta, frothing with flounces and each flounce edged with velvet ribbon, 
was most becoming, in fact her favourite dress, for it darkened her eyes to 
emerald. But there was unmistakably a grease spot on the front of the basque. 
Of course, her brooch could be pinned over the spot [...]. (76) 
This passage shows an attempt to be seen as something unique, one of a kind. Scarlett 




a “schoolgirl”, “elderly” or “sedate”. She makes great effort to construct her personal 
“front” and to differentiate herself from the other female characters in the novel.  
Another communicative function of clothing in the novel is showing social worth 
and status. According to Barnard, “people often make judgements concerning other 
people’s social worth or status on the basis of what those people are wearing” (58). 
Clothing in the novel is used as a marker of social worth and status. First, the system in 
relation to what is considered “high” or “low” social worth, the ideas connected to clothing 
go through some changes during the novel. The function of showing social worth is indeed 
most visible in the parts of the novel that describe the post-war South. Unlike before the 
war, the formerly higher class does not identify itself by wearing the fanciest and newest 
clothing, but by sticking to their old mended dresses, which comes across through 
Scarlett’s conflicted thoughts on the subject:  
The women bore themselves like ladies and she knew they were ladies, though 
[...] they didn’t know where their next dress was coming from. [...] Even 
though they’re poor, they still feel like ladies and I don’t. [...] she realized 
vaguely that, [...] theirs was the right attitude. [...] She knew she should believe 
devoutly, as they did, that a born lady remained a lady, even if reduced to 
poverty [...]. (294) 
The idea comes across very clearly when it is contrasted with Scarlett’s description and 
reaction to the clothing of Emmy Slattery, a formerly poor white, who has gained wealth 
after the war:  
And here was now [...] a woman dressed within an inch of her life. [...] the 
dress was bright in color to the point of vulgarity but nevertheless her eyes 
went over the outfit hungrily. [...] So hoops aren’t so wide this year, she 




paletot, how short jackets are! And what a cunning hat! [...] Emmie Slattery! 
The dirty tow-headed slut whose illegitimate child Ellen had baptized [...] This 
overdressed, common, nasty piece of poor white trash was coming up the stairs 
of Tara, bridling and grinning as she belonged here. (523) 
The signifier of the former higher social standing is not a new dress, but the new dress has 
become a symbol of new money and therefore an allegedly lower status, at least in 
Scarlett’s view. Whereas before the war it was the people with high ranking who wore new 
and stylish dresses, after the war such clothes are the privilege of the nouveau rich, the 
former poor whites, the Yankees and the “carpetbaggers”, who can afford the new dresses 
in latest styles. This reflects the changes in the social standings of the characters.  
The former elite have been stripped of their wealth and forced to wear their worn and 
mended dresses, which coincidentally becomes a signifier of their new social status as 
well. The syntax of clothing has changed, nevertheless, it continues to signify social worth. 
According to Faust, this was one of the ways confederate women reacted to the lack of 
clothing during and after war, as she describes the ideas of young ladies of the time: 
“Margaret Preston met shortages not so much with ingenuity as with sacrifice. After the 
first year of the war she reported with pride that she had ‘rigidly abstained from getting a 
single article of dress.’ With similar self-denial Jo Gillis of Alabama pretended she did not 
care about clothes or finery” (222).  
Clothing clearly marks the changes in the social status of characters. Scarlett can be 
used as an example. The transitions in her social status as a woman are clearly visible in 
her clothing. The first transition is from a young single lady into a wife, which is marked 
by her mother’s wedding dress she wears for the wedding, as well as the other wedding 
clothes: “she was clad in Ellen’s wedding dress and veil [...] Scarlett stood in her apple-




and fourth-day and fifth-day dresses to wear” (131-132). Another transition shown in the 
novel is that from wife into widow, which is marked by mourning clothing:  
A widow had to wear hideous black dresses without even a touch of braid to 
enliven them, no flower, or ribbon, or lace or even jewellery, except onyx 
mourning brooches or necklaces made from the deceased’s hair. And the black 
crêpe veil on her bonnet had to reach to her knees, and only after three years of 
widowhood could it be shortened to shoulder length. (134)  
Clothing evidently marks Scarlett’s social status in the novel, as well as all that of other 
characters, especially women.  
Another communicative function of clothing in the novel is to define the social role, 
economic worth or status of a character. Related to these functions are also modesty and 
immodesty, which were discussed earlier. For instance, the clothing of married women is 
described different from the young single ladies in Gone with the Wind as they are 
described “sedate in dark silks” whereas the young girls are described in “crinolines, bright 
as butterflies” (95). In Scarlett’s view the married women in their “dark dresses” (101) 
looked “like a clump of fat crows” (101) and becoming a “matron[s] in dull silks” (101) is 
something she cannot see in her future, despite the fact she wishes to be married to Ashley 
(101). Modest, dark colours and silk seem to be connected to married women, whereas 
bright colours and crinolines belong to young ladies. According to Barnard, “different 
clothes […] worn by different people enables social interaction to take place more 
smoothly than it otherwise might. […] Knowledge of the person’s role is necessary in 
order that one behaves appropriately towards them” (60). The behaviour towards the 
matrons and the young ladies is expected to be different, as the married women have a 




The communicative function of showing economic worth or status is not as much 
visible in the women’s clothing to the same extent it is in the male characters’ clothing in 
the novel. According to Barnard, “Fashion and clothing may reflect, that is, the sort of 
economic organisation that one lives in, as well as one’s status within that economy” and 
that “In addition to giving some ideas of the sorts of services to be expected of people, 
clothing may indicate what sort of job they have” (61). This aspect of clothing is the most 
visible, I would argue, in Rhett Butler’s clothing, and in the clothing of Belle Watling. This 
is highlighted during the blockade episode, when Rhett is one of the blockaders who gets 
through with his goods and earns lots of money by doing so. His clothes are new and 
fashionable, and in contrast to the other men in the novel he looks economically superior: 
He was a dashing figure and one that people turned to look at. He spent money 
freely, rode a wild black stallion, and wore clothes which were always the 
height of style and tailoring. The latter itself was enough to attract attention to 
him, for the uniforms of the soldiers were dingy and worn now and the 
civilians, even when turned out in their best, showed skilful patching and 
darning. (222) 
As Barnard suggests, clothing reflects the “economical organisation” of the novel, as well 
as Rhett’s position in it. The contrast between his “height of style” clothing and the “dingy 
and worn down” clothing of other men showcases the economical structures in the novel 
quite accurately. The old elite that has lost its social power wears the old and worn 
clothing, whereas the new rich who have made their money off the war, as Rhett has, 
showcase their new higher social standing through their fashionable clothing.  
Another character showing the economic status somewhat clearly in the novel is 
Belle Watling, the prostitute, who “stood above the rest, due to her flaming hair and the 




Wind fashionable clothing is not available to many women owing to the lack of materials 
and money to purchase any. In the novel, Belle Watling, a known prostitute, however is 
one of the rare exceptions. She has the money, and her occupation also demands, to some 
extent that she wears fashionable clothing. Clearly in this sense she is economically 
superior to other women in her society, although on other levels she is considered to be 
below them. 
In connection to showing social worth and economic status, clothing can be seen as a 
political symbol as well. In this way we can differentiate between two kinds of ‘power’. 
Barnard makes the division between what he calls ‘Power’ as in reference to “the power of 
the state, of government or party-political power” and ‘power’ as in reference to “the 
workings of power between people, on a much smaller scale” that is as in “the ways in 
which power works between parents and children, for example” (63).  
The first kind of ‘Power’ can be seen in Gone with the Wind most clearly in the 
clothing of the soldiers, in their uniforms, whether they represent the South or the North. 
According to Nathan Joseph and Nicholas Alex’s article “The Uniform: A Sociological 
Perspective” in American Journal of Sociology, 
The uniform is viewed as a device to resolve certain dilemmas of complex 
organisations – namely, to define their boundaries, to assure that members will 
conform to their goals, and to eliminate conflicts in the status sets of their 
members. The uniform serves several functions: it acts as totem, reveals and 
conceals statuses, certifies legitimacy, and suppresses individuality. (719) 
Clearly the uniform functions as a political symbol, as well as a communicating element 
defining social status, one of the functions of clothing discussed above. As Joseph and 




“front” of a unified nation. Although the troops may have members of different social 
classes, in their uniforms they all represent the South. 
In Gone with the Wind the confederate uniforms represent the political and 
economical power of the South in the war. At the beginning of the war the uniforms are 
described by Scarlett:  
There were so many uniforms in the crowd [...] They were such resplendent 
uniforms, brave with shining buttons and dazzling with twined gold braid on 
cuffs and collars, the red and yellow and blue stripes on the trousers, for the 
different branches of service, setting of the grey to perfection. Scarlet and gold 
sashes swung to and fro, sabres glittered and banged against shining boots, 
spurs rattled and jingled. Such handsome men, thought Scarlett, with a swell of 
pride in her heart [...]. (166) 
On the basis of Joseph and Alex’s arguments, the uniforms in the novel represent the unity 
of the South against the North, as well as differentiate the “different branches of service” 
and the statuses of the military men. The glory of the confederate soldier signifies the glory 
of the Confederate and represents the ‘Power’ of the South in the war as well as the 
‘Power’ of the confederate over its people, as they are at war. The feeling of power and 
glory is most visible in the way the women in the novel see the uniforms; to them the 
confederate uniforms represent the protection they feel from their men in uniforms: “How 
could disaster ever come to women such as they when their stalwart grey line [the 
confederate soldiers in their grey uniforms] stood between them and the Yankees?” (168). 
The glory of the confederate uniforms in the novel does not, however, last as the war 
goes on. The southern troops begin to suffer from lack of clothing, which was also 
discussed earlier in relation to the protective qualities of clothing. The South expects the 




seen in a letter from a son to father: “Pa, could you manage to get me a pair of boots? I’ve 
been bare-footed for two weeks now and I don’t see any prospects of getting another pair. 
[...] Pa, do try to manage some boots for me. I’m a captain now, and a captain ought to 
have boots, even if he hasn’t got a new uniform or epaulets” (249). Although the political 
‘Power’ allegedly is strong and the war seems to be close to victory, the clothing, or the 
lack of it would seem to present a different kind of picture. The glory of the uniform is 
beginning to decay as the war lasts longer than expected and the ‘Power’ earlier 
represented by the glittering sabres and shining boots seems weaker as they are replaced by 
boys without boots and captains without new uniforms and epaulets. Clothing manages to 
reveal aspects of the political ‘Power’ Barnard discusses, that provide insight in the actual 
state of things at the war in Gone with the Wind.     
The other kind of ‘power’ concerning power relations between characters rather than 
political or economical power is also to be found in the novel. Barnard argues that, for 
instance, the youth of the 1960s “adapted their fashions and clothing to try to reflect the 
new roles between social groups. Thus, attempted changes in power relations between 
different races and different sexes were expressed or reflected in terms of fashion and 
dress” (63). The changes in the social structures in the novel after the war are especially 
interesting in relation to the way clothing reflects these kinds of ‘power’ relations and their 
change. 
As discussed earlier in relation to clothing as a means of communicating social 
status, clothing reflects the social standing of the characters in Gone with the Wind. The 
new rich arriving in the South from the North described as, “Women in stiff bright-
coloured silks [...], squired by men in evening clothes”, aspire to become the new social 
elite of the South, whereas the old gentility “pinching for the outward show of proud 




Barnard suggests, the changes in social power relations are “expressed or reflected in terms 
of fashion” (63). In Gone with the Wind the old gentility that has lost their fortunes express 
their will to remain separated from the after war new rich by sticking to their old and 
mended clothing. The new rich, in contrast, show off their new wealth by wearing new, 
colourful silk dresses. The upper hand the newly rich have gained politically shows in their 
clothing, but socially they remain to be scorned by the old gentility, who remain a separate 
social group through keeping to their old clothing and to themselves as a society.  
 
3.2.4 Social Rituals and Magico-Religious Condition 
 
According to Barnard, clothing can be used  “to indicate such things as belief and strength 
of belief” (64). He continues: “So, whether worn permanently or as a temporary measure, 
dress and clothing may indicate membership of, or affiliation to, a particular religious 
group or denomination” (64). In Gone with the Wind, religion does not play a very 
prominent part. In a way connected to religion, however, Barnard argues that clothing 
“may be used to mark the beginning and end of rituals, and to differentiate between ritual 
and non-ritual” and that “One does not normally wear the things one wears every day to a 
wedding or a funeral. In the former case, one usually wears something smarter, newer, or 
better than everyday wear. In the latter case, what one wears is to a great extent prescribed 
by the rules of the ritual” (65). In Gone with the Wind examples of these two social rituals 
Barnard uses as examples, weddings and funerals, are easily found, and especially in 
connection to funerals and mourning clothing, the novel makes detailed description. 
Ritual wedding clothing in the novel is perhaps best described in the wedding dresses 
of the brides. The first case is Scarlett, whose dress is not described in detail, other than 




fourth-day and so on dresses for the new bride to wear after the wedding: “If there had not 
been a war, there would have been a week of visiting about the County, with balls and 
barbeques in honour of the two newly married couples [...] If there had not been a war, 
Scarlett would have had third-day and fourth-day and fifth-day dresses to wear” (131-132). 
However, because of the war, Scarlett has none of these.  
Another wedding described in the novel is that of Fanny Elsing. Her dress is shortly 
described as “white-satin wedding gown” and Scarlett wonders “where the money for the 
satin dress had been obtained” as the times are hard and money is tight (586-587). 
Acquiring a dress like that for a wedding is in Scarlett’s opinion “an extravagance” (586). 
A wedding dress is, however, an important part of the wedding ritual, as Susanne Friese 
describes in her essay “The Wedding Dress: Use Value to Scared Object”:  
[...] the wedding dress is not just an object to-be-used for the symbolic meaning 
which is attached to it by society. If utilised within the appropriate ritual and 
social context, the dress turns into a producer of meanings helping women 
through the various stages of the transition process to marriage. The wedding 
dress thus can be described as a facilitator of the transitional process to 
marriage. (68)     
As Friese suggests, the wedding dress is a symbol of transition, as is also which is also the 
case in Gone with the Wind. The wedding dress, as well as the second-day dress and so on, 
helps the girls to transition from single ladies to married women. As Barnard argues above, 
the wedding dress marks the beginning of the social ritual of marriage.  
The other social ritual Barnard discusses, the funeral, is also provided with a set of 
rules concerning clothing in the novel. Some of these rules have been discussed in relation 
to clothing as a means of communicating social status, as the clothing connected to the 




is described in the novel as “black dresses without even a touch of braid to enliven them 
[...] except onyx mourning brooches or necklaces made from the deceased’s hair. And the 
black crêpe veil on [her] bonnet had to reach to [her] knees, and only after three years of 
widowhood could it be shortened to shoulder length” (134). As in the case of the wedding 
dress, the mourning clothing symbolises a social ritual in connection to a change in the 
social status of the wearer. The black clothing and veils mark a widow and they signify the 
grief and loss caused by the dead of a family member.  
As has been seen above, clothing in Gone with the Wind functions also in a symbolic 
way in relation to religion and different rituals, religious as well as social. Clothing is a 
part of the construction of the social norms concerning these rituals in the novel. The 
functions of the magico-religious condition and social rituals that clothing takes on in the 
novel offer more insight to the beliefs of the characters’ as well as into the social constructs 
in the novel in relation to some of the central rituals concerning the changes in a 




According to Barnard, “Fashion and clothing may be used as recreation or to indicate the 
beginning or end of periods of recreation. The former requires either time or money and, in 
this respect may begin to function as an indicator of social class” (65). In Gone with the 
Wind we can find both recreational uses of clothing. As Barnard suggests, recreational use 
of clothing in the novel is connected to time and money. During the war the use of clothing 
as recreation is scarce if non-existent and it is only before the war and well after it when 




These recreational uses can be linked to theories on consumption. For instance, John 
Storey describes cultural consumption as follows:  
Cultural consumption can be made to fulfil a wide range of social and personal 
purposes. What and how we consume may serve to say who we are or who we 
would like to be; it may be used to produce and maintain particular lifestyles; it 
may promise compensation in times of loss or provide a symbolic means to 
celebrate success and mark achievement; it can serve to meet both our needs 
and our desires; it can provide the material for our dreams; it can mark and 
maintain social difference and social distinction. (xi)  
Storey’s ideas seem to be in agreement with Barnard’s. Consumption, in this case the 
recreational consumption of clothing, serves in the novel to construct the character’s social 
status and the things connected to it, such as lifestyle, economical success, desires, and 
marking social distinction, as described by Storey. 
The clearest example of the recreational functions of clothing in the novel is, again, 
connected to Scarlett O’Hara and is most visible after her marriage to Rhett Butler. The 
marriage makes it possible for her to gain the means to buy clothing and even splurge on 
her interest in fashion, although the decisions made on the pieces bought are mainly made 
by Rhett, not Scarlett:  
More exciting than the people she met were the frocks Rhett bought her, 
superintending the choice of colours, materials and design himself. Hoops were 
out now, and the new styles were charming with the skirts pulled back from the 
front and draped over bustles, and on the bustles were wreaths of flowers and 
bows and escalades of lace. [...] And the darling little bonnets that were not 
really bonnets at all, but flat little affairs worn over one eye and laden with 




not been so silly and burnt the false curls she bought to augment her knot of 
Indian-straight hair that peeked from the rear of these little hats.) And the 
delicate convent-made underwear! How lovely it was and how many sets she 
had! Chemises and nightgowns and petticoats of the finest linen trimmed with 
dainty embroidery and infinitesimal tucks. And the satin slippers Rhett bought 
her! They had heels three inches high and huge glittering paste buckles on 
them. And silk stockings, a dozen pairs and not a one had cotton tops! What 
riches! (831) 
The excessive luxury of the clothing Scarlett is bought by Rhett is clearly a ton of pleasure 
and an exciting recreation for her. The detailed description of the clothing highlights the 
interest she has in fashion and the fun she receives from the clothes and having them.  
The consumption of clothing seems to be a recreation for Rhett as well, as he 
“superintends” the choices of colours and designs and burns the fake hair Scarlett has 
bought for herself. There is a gender difference in the way consuming is described in the 
novel. According to Kathleen G. Donohue in ‘What Gender in the Consumer?: The Role of 
Gender Connotations in Defining the Political’, the discussion on consumerism in the 
1890s and especially in the 1930s was gendered, and more precisely “Those who wanted to 
establish the consumer as an active and pivotal player in the political sphere defined him as 
male. Those who wanted to establish the consumer as passive and marginal political 
identity coded her female” (20). This is visible in the way Scarlett is described as passively 
receiving clothing from Rhett, who as an active consumer chooses the clothing bought and 
makes all the decisions on the bought items.    
In relation to the gender difference we can also discuss Butler’s ideas of 
performativity. As has been mentioned, the recreational consumption of clothing in the 




characters. Butler’s ideas of performativity, gender and power as introduced by Zerilli (33) 
seem to follow the same line of thought as Donohue’s ideas above. According to Donohue, 
the female consumer is culturally seen as passive (20), and Scarlett’s relinquishing power 
to Rhett over the choices of her clothing would seem to be a part of the performative power 
relations between these two. In this episode Scarlett performs the described passive 
consumer’s female gender through the naturalised performativity of submitting to the 
identity Rhett constructs for her through clothing.     
Another recreational use of clothing, having specific clothing for recreational 
activities, is another one of the markers of the wealth of Scarlett and Rhett. Their daughter, 
Bonnie, has a pony and accordingly a riding costume for riding: “When it came to making 
her riding habit, as usual she had her choice of colours and as usual chose blue. [...] So 
Bonnie had her blue velvet habit with a skirt that trailed down the pony’s side and a black 
hat with a red plume in it, because Aunt Melly’s stories of Jeb Stuart’s plume had appealed 
to her imagination” (965). Again, the clothing is quite extravagant, made of blue velvet and 
the choices are made by a little girl who can have her choice as she wishes, suggesting 
economical freedom. Also, the gender difference between Scarlett and Rhett is visible as 
they debate the costume, Scarlett claiming that it will be “unsuitable” and that it will get 
dirty (965) while Rhett ultimately makes the decicion: “’Oh let her have the blue velvet. If 
it gets dirty, we’ll make her another one.’” (965).  
On the basis of Barnard, it can be suggested that the recreational use of clothing is 
linked to the economical status of Scarlett and Rhett. They have the time and the money, 
and they socialize with similar people: “The people she met seemed to have all the money 
they wanted and no cares at all” (829). As Storey describes, consumption is 
“fundamentally a social act; it is always affected by the social context and the social 




who can afford the same kind of lifestyle and the same kind of clothing. Their consumption 
of clothing as recreation links them culturally to the people they socialize with, they 
“consume to make culture” (xii; emphasis original) as Storey suggests, and that culture 
belongs to the people who have become economically successful after the war. 
As a further sign of the social aspects of consuming in the novel and how it affects 
Scarlett and Rhett’s social status, we should pay attention to Donohue’s view that in the 
19
th
 century America consumerism was “generally associated with luxury, sin and 
corruption” (21). As mentioned above, they socialize with people who consume in the way 
they do, for fun and quite freely. Socially, however, when compared to the old elite these 
people are considered less worthy, as Rhett tells to Scarlett:  
’They’re all second-raters, black sheep, rascals. They’re all adventurers of 
Carpetbag aristocrats. They all made their money speculating in food like your 
loving husband or out of dubious government contracts or in shady ways that 
won’t bear investigation.’ ‘I don’t believe it. You’re teasing. They’re the nicest 
people...’ ‘The nicest people in town are starving,’ Rhett said. ‘And living 
politely in hovels, and I doubt if I’d be received in those hovels. [...] (830)  
They socialize with what Rhett calls “second-raters” and “black sheep”. The way they 
consume links them to the new rich and alienates them from the old elite, as they would 
probably not “be received”. The recreational function of clothing reveals the social 
contradictions between the changed social classes, as well as in the gender relations 
between characters in the novel. 
 
*** 
In this section I have discussed all the different functions that clothing has in Gone with the 




concerning the variety of functions presented. The discussion shows the multiple different 
functions clothing has in the novel but it also points to the way these functions construct 
characters and their gender as well as their social, psychological, and physical world in the 
novel. 
The discussion on the physically protective functions of clothing reveals the way 
clothing works in the construction of the physical, social and economic conditions in the 
novel. The discussion on the functions of modesty, concealment, immodesty and 
attractions shows how these functions construct characters and their views in the novel. 
Further on, the communicating functions of clothing are discussed and the connection to 
the construction of the social and psychological, as well as economical structures in the 
novel is recognised. The final sections on magico-religious conditions, social rituals, and 
recreation show the role of these functions in the construction of the infrastructure of the 
social world in the novel.  
 
3.3 Clothing and Constructing Images  
 
As has been seen above, clothing in Gone with the Wind has multiple functions that are 
connected to the way the novel constructs the identities of the characters and their social 
standing and social surroundings in the novel. However, there is an aspect of clothing that 
must be kept in mind in relation to the interpretation of clothing and its functions in the 
novel and that is that there is an element of deceptiveness to clothing. As I will show, 
clothing can be used to affect others and through its semiotic qualities it can be used to 
construct deceitful images, meanings and ideas of identity. Also, the meanings of clothing 





In this section the way clothing constructs images will be discussed in relation to 
Gone with the Wind and the different ways in which clothing is used in a deceptive manner 
or otherwise functions in a deceptive way will be analysed. The deceptiveness of clothing 
discussed earlier (see Warwick and Cavallaro 9-11) can be analysed through the semiotic 
system Barthes introduces in The Fashion System as well as the sociological theories of 
Goffman and others. The discussion will focus on the way clothing is used or functions as 
a more or less intentional deception in relation to identity construction. 
First I will discuss clothing in relation to identity construction through clothing in the 
novel and also in relation to the functions of clothing discussed above. I will use specific 
examples of dresses or pieces of clothing in Gone with the Wind and analyse the different 
images clothing constructs through these pieces using semiotic and sociological studies. 
Second, I will argue that the deceptiveness of clothing in the novel reveals deeper social 
and economical and political structures as well as personal and emotional conflicts. After 
this section I will make conclusions on the meanings and workings of the functions and the 
deceptiveness of clothing in Gone with the Wind. 
 
3.3.1 Constructing Identity through Clothing 
 
Clothing is very much used in Gone with the Wind to construct the characters’ identities. 
This is most apparent in relation to the construction of the character of Scarlett O’Hara. 
Erving Goffman discusses the elements of presenting self and argues that “The 
expressiveness of the individual (and therefore his capacity to give impressions) appears to 
involve two radically different kinds of sign activity” (14) of which the second, which 
“involves a wide range of action that others can treat as symptomatic of the actor, the 




conveyed this way” is of interest here (14). The deceptiveness of this kind of sign 
information is already visible. One of the described ranges of action in Gone with the Wind 
is clothing. 
The first instance of character construction through clothing we can begin to analyse 
here is the scene where Scarlett is picking out a dress for a barbeque. Her main purpose is 
to seem attractive to Ashley Wilkes whom she wishes to marry. As discussed earlier in 
relation to the functions of clothing and dress as individual self-expression (see 43-45), 
Scarlett attempts to construct an image of herself that she thinks would attract Ashley most 
and encourage him into proposing her. While it is impossible to say how much 
deceptiveness is related to this choice, I will however argue that the deliberate image 
construction in order to affect other characters’ opinions on her, is a clear marker of the 
power Scarlett believes clothing has.  
The ways Scarlett uses clothing in this scene to construct an image is apparent 
through the opinions she has on the dresses that make her reject them. As was discussed, 
she rejects such dresses that in her view do not contribute to what she wants to project. 
Semiotic analysis of clothing introduced by Barthes shows how the semiotic elements 
function in this process. The semiotic elements of the dresses that can be analysed, as 
introduced by Barthes, are first the variants of configuration: the form, fit and the 
movement of the dress and second, the variants of substance: weight, its suppleness, the 
relief of its surface, and its transparency. According to Barthes, “language allows the 
source of meaning to be attached quite precisely to a small, finite element (represented by a 
single word), whose action is diffused through a complex structure” (119). The way these 
elements carry the kind of precise meanings Barthes describes becomes apparent in the 




of clothing function on two different levels, the denotative closed system and the 
connotative open system (see 24). 
For instance, the black bombazine dress is ruled out because “with its puffed sleeves 
and princess lace collar, set off her white skin superbly, but it did make her look a trifle 
elderly” (76). The form of the dress is described in relation to the “puffed sleeves” and the 
“princess lace collar”. The weight, suppleness or other variants of substance are not 
described, so it can be argued that it is these elements of form which make the dress “seem 
elderly” to Scarlett. Another element, the dark colour of the dress, is very likely adding to 
the “elderly” image, as dark, and dull colours are in the novel related to married or 
mourning women (see 45-46). When put together, these semiotic elements of the dress fail 
to give the impression Scarlett is striving for, hence the dress is rejected. 
The next dress is rejected by Scarlett for a different reason: “The lavender-barred 
muslin was beautiful with those wide insets of lace and net about the hem, but it had never 
suited her type. It would suit Carreen’s delicate profile and wishy-washy expression 
perfectly, but Scarlett felt that it made her look like a schoolgirl” (76). Whereas the earlier 
dress made her look “elderly”, this one makes her look “like a schoolgirl”. The form of the 
dress is described with “wide insets of lace and net about the hem”, whereas the other 
variants are not much described. Again, these variants and the colour are the semiotic units 
when combined, create connotations to school-girls that an image that Scarlett rejects. 
Scarlett rejects another dress: “The green plaid taffeta, frothing with flounces and 
each flounce edged in green velvet ribbon, was most becoming, in fact her favourite dress, 
for it darkened her eyes to emerald. But there was unmistakably a grease spot in the front 
of the basque” (76). Unlike the other dresses, this one is not rejected for the wrong kind of 
image it would project, but for another kind of flaw, a grease spot. The form of this dress is 




the dress as well. These variants please Scarlett because they match the meanings and 
image she is trying to achieve with her dress choice. The lightness of “frothing” “flounces” 
and the bright colour of the dress create connotations opposite to the dark, black “elderly” 
bombazine and also the “school-girl” like lavender muslin. However, due to the grease 
spot, a flaw in the syntax of the elements of the dress, this dress is rejected as well. 
The dress Scarlett chooses does not fit the perfect ideal for a barbeque dress either, as 
it is an afternoon dress and thus not fit for a barbeque: “There remained varicoloured 
cotton dresses which Scarlett felt were not festive enough for the occasion, ball dresses and 
the green sprigged muslin she had worn yesterday. But it was an afternoon dress. It was not 
suitable for a barbeque, for it had only tiny puffed sleeves and the neck was low enough for 
a dancing dress” (76). Later the dress is described as a “fluffy mass of green flowered 
muslin” (79). The variant of form, as the dress is described having “only tiny puffed 
sleeves” (76) and a neck “low enough for a dancing dress” (76) does not fit the variants 
needed for a barbeque dress. However, as Scarlett chooses the dress, it clearly fits her idea 
of the image she wants to project: it can be argued that in relation to the form, the “fluffy 
mass”, together with the bright colour and “flowered muslin”, are variants Scarlett finds 
attractive in the dress. The selection of this dress also affects the variant of fit as “The 
green muslin measured seventeen inches about the waist and Mammy had laced her for the 
eighteen-inch bombazine” (77). The dress is tighter than what Scarlett had expected to be 
wearing, which results in her having to be more tightly laced. This variant is again pleasing 
to Scarlett, as she is praised for her tiny waist by Mammy: “’Ain’ nobody got a wais’ lak 
mah lamb,’ she said approvingly” (79).        
As also in the case of the barbeque dress, the semiotic variants of various items of 
clothing help in the analysis of the way characters construct images of themselves. The 




semiotic signifiers. In Gone with the Wind this is apparent in the way Scarlett rejects 
dresses and chooses one in order to construct an image of an attractive young lady for a 
specific purpose; to get Ashley Wilkes to propose her. The “performance” she wishes to 
make requires a certain kind of dress that has the kind of variants she believes will work 
for her advantage. In this case that dress is the green flowered muslin dress with the form 
of “fluffy mass”, tight fit, and movement of “frothing of flounces”, which have the 
connotations of beauty, attractiveness, and youth that Scarlett is striving for.  
 
3.2.3 Constructing Deceiving Images 
 
As discussed above, clothing is highly significant in character construction in Gone with 
the Wind. As mentioned, clothing can, however, be deceptive and be used as deception. In 
the novel Scarlett does, in fact, intentionally construct a deceiving “front” or 
“performance” through clothing in order to affect and deceive Rhett Butler. As discussed 
in the section on the functions of clothing, clothing functions as a communicating element, 
communicating, for instance, the social and economical status of the wearer. This is the 
function Scarlett uses in her advantage in order to create a deceptive image of herself, as if 
her economical status was higher than it really is.  
The dress involved in this deception is the green velvet dress she makes out of her 
mother’s old curtains, which was also discussed in relation to the protective function of 
clothing. Here, the function of the dress is analysed from a different perspective, as a 
deceptive image constructing tool. The material, the fit and the style of the dress all differ 
from the usual after war home-spun clothing in the novel which is of course the reason 
Scarlett believes the dress will fool Rhett Butler into thinking she is economically in a 




The cock feathers gave her a dashing air and the dull-green velvet of the bonnet 
made her eyes startlingly bright, almost emerald-coloured. And the dress was 
incomparable, so rich and handsome looking and yet so dignified! [...] No one, 
looking at her now, would suspect that poverty and want were standing on her 
shoulder. It was so important that Rhett should not suspect. He must not think 
that anything but tender feelings were driving her. (552) 
As the indicated passage shows, the goal of deceiving Rhett through wearing this dress is 
obvious. 
The semiotic elements the dress carries are in contrast to the pieces of clothing that 
other women of the same social and economical standing wear at the same time, which is 
the basis of the deception. The different variants of the dress are related to the images and 
meanings that the dress carries. The meanings Scarlett attempts to project are those of 
wealth and well-being which are in conflict with the actual state of things. She chooses the 
variants of the dress accordingly. The form, fit and the movement of the dress, as Barthes 
suggests, function in a tight relationship with opposites. In contrast to the old dresses that 
most people wear, Scarlett included, (“There wasn’t a nice dress in Tara or a dress that 
hadn’t been turned twice and mended” [530]), the green velvet dress is new, or at least it is 
not turned and mended like the old dresses are. In other words its variants differ from the 
old dresses’ variants. 
First of all, the fabric of the dress is “prickly and soft” which is different from the 
“raggedy” and “mended folds” of her old dress (530-531). The softness of the velvet 
suggests wealth in comparison to the ragged and mended old fabric. The movement of the 
dress is in an important role as well, as she shows off the dress to Rhett: “So he had noticed 
the dress. Of course, he would notice such things being Rhett. She laughed in soft 




lace-trimmed pantalets” (559). The spinning tilts the hoops and the movement reveals 
Scarlett’s “lace-trimmed pantalets”, again the idea of lace-trimming signifying wealth, as 
such extravagancies would not be usual at the time of want for fabric and clothing. The 
variant of movement resembles the kind of movement a gown would have when dancing, 
creating connotations to meanings of merriment.  
Scarlett positions herself here under Rhett’s gaze. As Geczy describes (see chapter 
2.1), clothing has an ambiguous side in relation to the fact that it is both looked at and 
worn at the same time. According to Geczy, “The ambiguities belonging to certain 
pictorial images are made different when brought into the realm of fashion, since fashion 
involves use, being and action. The subject-object relations belonging to pictorial 
representation are rendered multivalent and uncertain” (3). Scarlett’s plot to fool Rhett 
about her social and economical situation takes advantage of this ambiguity. The subject-
object relation here is uncertain, since, although Scarlett positions herself under Rhett’s 
gaze and can thus be seen as an object, we can also argue that Rhett is the object of 
Scarlett’s deception.  
The novel shows that Scarlett has chosen the right kind of variants to fool Rhett, as 
he tells her she looks like “Rue de la Paix” and “very prosperous and very, very tidy” 
(559). Her looks make an impression on Rhett: “and come all dressed up in velvet and 
feathers and seal muffs too. Scarlett how pretty you look! Thank God you aren’t in rags or 
mourning! I get so sick of women in dowdy old clothes and perpetual crêpe” (558-559). 
Clearly Scarlett’s tactics seems to work on Rhett who reads the signs Scarlett has put 
together in the way she has intended them to be interpreted. 
In sum, the velvet dress in Gone with the Wind functions as deception on a 
connotative level and the deception is based on the way clothing is both worn and looked 




creates uncertainty, as there are multiple possible readings. Scarlett uses the uncertainty of 
the reading in the construction of the image she wants to project. 
 
3.3.3 Deceiving Clothing 
 
The deceptiveness of clothing as an intentional tool for constructing images or 
“performances” is not the only way clothing functions deceptively in the novel. It also 
functions in revealing the conflicts between the appearance and the real inner self, clothing 
suggesting something other than the actual feelings or sense of self of the characters. The 
paradigm of clothing does not always match the inner images of self that the characters 
have of themselves, which is, again, most apparent in the case of Scarlett O’Hara.  
 As discussed earlier, one of the functions in the novel is communicating the 
characters’ social status. These statuses often involve certain expectations of the way the 
characters are supposed to feel and behave. The most visible contradictions between the 
inner self and the outer self, or the “front” and the “performer” that Goffman describes, can 
be found in the moments when Scarlett describes her feelings in mourning clothing. Again, 
the semiotic signifiers, the black colour of the dress and the crêpe veil, carry the meanings 
of sorrow, loss and widowhood, installing the idea of a mourning widow on Scarlett. 
However, this is not at all how Scarlett sees herself or feels. In fact she feels quite the 
opposite:  
She wasn’t a girl who could dance and flirt and she wasn’t a wife who could sit 
with other wives and criticize the dancing and flirting girls. And she wasn’t old 
enough to be a widow. Widows should be old – so terribly old they didn’t want 
to dance and flirt and be admired. [...] Even the plainest girls were carrying on 




dresses! Here she sat like a crow with hot black taffeta to her wrists and 
buttoned up to her chin, with not even a hint of lace or braid, not a jewel except 
Ellen’s onyx mourning brooch, watching tacky-looking girls hanging on the 
arms of good-looking men. (172) 
Although she appears to be a mourning widow on the outside, she in fact yearns to be one 
of the girls in their pretty dresses: “She looked hungrily at the frocks floating by: butter-
yellow watered silks with garlands of rosebuds; pink satins with eighteen flounces edged 
with tiny black velvet ribbons; baby blue taffeta, ten yards in the skirt and foamy with 
cascading lace; exposed bosoms; seductive flowers” (172). Scarlett’s feelings do not match 
the expectations the society around her has of her mourning clothes. Melanie Wilkes talks 
of Scarlett as a mourning widow: “Scarlett, darling! Captain Butler you must forgive her. 
She – she isn’t herself when she hears poor Charlie’s name spoken – and perhaps, after all 
we shouldn’t have come here to-night. We’re still in mourning, you see, and it’s quite a 
strain on her – all this gaiety and music, poor child” (179). However, the way Scarlett 
herself sees her situation is very different: “It wasn’t fair! She was seventeen years old and 
her feet were patting the floor, wanting to skip and dance. She was seventeen years old and 
she had a husband lying at Oakland cemetery and a baby in his cradle at Aunt Pittypat’s, 
and everyone thought she should be content with her lot” (171). Scarlett’s clothing carries 
the meanings of sorrow and mourning expected of Scarlett but her feelings do not match 
the expectations. She is not sad but wants to “skip and dance” (171) and have fun.     
The contrast between these two perceptions of her situation is highlighted in the 
contrast in the clothing Scarlett is wearing and what she would like to wear. Her 
“performance” is correct in the social system she is situated in, but it is in complete 




clothing: the semiotic signifieds do not match the actual sense of self, however correct the 







The aim of this thesis was to discuss and analyse the ways clothing functions and the 
deceptive aspects of clothing in Gone with the Wind. The novel is set in the Civil War and 
can be related to the Great Depression as the novel was published during the Great 
Depression, and both carry similar themes of want, loss and social change. These were the 
themes for the analysis of clothing as well, as I argue that these themes become visible in 
the novel through the analysis of clothing and its different functions in the novel.   
The chosen methods of sociological studies and semiotics were used in the analysis 
of the different functions of clothing and the deceptiveness of clothing in the novel. The 
sociological view of clothing as a part of identity construction, or the “performance” in the 
presentation of self introduced by Erving Goffman and the sociological study of the 
different functions of clothing by Malcolm Barnard created the basis for the study of 
character construction as well as the study of the functions of clothing in the novel. The 
semiotic analysis was conducted through the lines set by Roland Barthes in his study of 
written clothing, including the sign system of carried meanings and the different variants of 
semiotic signifiers, which made possible the study of the kind of paradigms clothing 
creates in the novel, especially in relation to the deceptiveness of clothing. An over-view 
on literary studies of clothing shows that these methods have been successfully used in the 
study of clothing in literature. 
The analysis of clothing in Gone with the Wind was carried out as follows: first, the 
concept of being a lady was discussed. The importance of the concept is relevant in 
relation to the character construction and the social systems in the novel, as it is one of the 




and the different norms of ladyhood in the novel introduced. According to the findings, the 
way clothing reflects social changes becomes visible through the changes in the semiotic 
signifieds of clothing, as old and mended clothing becomes a signifier of the old gentility, 
who in Scarlett’s point of view have a higher social status in the novel, and new pieces of 
fashionable clothing of the new rich, who in Scarlett’s point of view have a lower social 
status in the novel. 
Second, the different functions of clothing introduced by Barnard were used in the 
analysis of the functions of clothing in Gone with the Wind. The use of clothing in 
character construction and the construction of social systems in the novel becomes 
apparent through the different functions of clothing. The different functions are all part of 
the construction of the characters and their social hierarchies and norms as well as personal 
beliefs and habits. The function of protection both physically and psychologically appears 
to be a part of the construction of the concept of a lady as well as character construction 
and the lack of protection seems to highlight the protective function of clothing in the 
novel.  
The functions of modesty, concealment, immodesty, and attraction are another part 
of character construction and the construction of being a lady in particular, and a 
difference between the sexes can be noticed: a female character would feel shame for 
wearing immodest clothing whereas a male character would not. The communicative 
functions of clothing were mostly found to be a part of character construction and social 
construction in the novel. The magico-religious function and the function of clothing in 
social rituals reveal more about the personal beliefs of the character and were also found a 
part of the social and identity construction in the novel. Finally, the function of recreation 
was found another part of the construction of economical and social status of the 




Third, the deceptiveness of clothing was discussed through the semiotic analysis of 
clothing introduced by Barthes. First, the way semiotic constructs were used in character 
construction was introduced as a basis for the deceptive possibilities of clothing. The 
deceptiveness of clothing in the novel was discussed from different points of view and it 
was found out that it is constructed through conflicts between the signifiers and signified as 
well as a misreading of these. These deceptions were also found to be intentional as a part 
of the conflicts between dressing according to social norms in the novel when they were 
not in accordance to the inner sense of self. Specific examples of chosen dresses showcase 
the semiotic process of constructing paradigms and the way those paradigms can be used in 
a deceptive manner or the way deceptive images were constructed in conflict with the 
personal ideas of the characters.  
In sum, the role of clothing in the construction of characters and the social systems 
and hierarchies in Gone with the Wind has become apparent. Clothing reflects the social 
changes in the novel and in the characters’ social statuses and their relationships between 
each other in a way that cannot be found elsewhere in the novel. Clothing, as has been 
discussed, is ambiguously a part of both the social and the private, which makes the 
analysis of the characters’ views on their society as well as their personal character at the 
same time possible. This is why the conflicts between the “performances” of social roles, 
such as those of a lady or a widow, and the actual feelings and thoughts of characters are 
so aptly illustrated through clothing. These conflicts reveal the deep hierarchies and norms 
in the society in Gone with the Wind, and also sometimes its absurdities; therefore, the 
readings of the meanings clothing carries in the novel construct a layered and vivid image 
of both the characters and the social settings of the novel.   
As a contribution to the literary study of clothing, the results of the thesis follow 




semiotic analysis has put emphasis on the way characters construct ideas and images 
through their choices of clothing. What could be studied in the future more in depth, 
however, is the way performativity and fashion function together in this process of image 
construction. Much importance has been given to choosing, however, and the material of 
choice and the origin of the selection available have been less studied. Similarly, in further 
studies Butler’s ideas of performativity, especially those concerning the repetition and 
naturalization of performativity, could be transferred to discuss the use of analysis of 
clothing in texts as they have earlier been used in the analysis of gender. Fashion, in fact, 
can be seen as repetition of itself throughout history, as different styles circulate, 
sometimes becoming immensely popular, and at other times being out of fashion instead. 
Fashion also seems to be a naturalized concept, as Butler argues gender is, which is visible 
in the way we talk about it resembles the way we talk about gender. These aspects of 
clothing in literature have been less frequently studied, and readings of texts from this 
perspective may offer new readings of clothing and fashion in texts.      
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